ShAdows and Secrets 


Cover: A distraught Paula Devereaux ponders her bad decisions and their 
consequences. 


Prologue: Betrayal 


Strange, thornlike plants were trampled under booted feet as the pair 
moved swiftly and silently through the night. The person leading raised her 
hand suddenly, bringing her companion to a halt. He had not been happy to 

come here with her. 


"Are you sure this is the right place?" He asked, a note of impatience in his 
voice. 


"Yes," she replied softly, her voice barely a whisper. 


"The Nightlands all look the same to me," he remarked. "Nothing but 
thornweeds and patches of moist earth." 


"You haven't been keeping up with your training very well if you truly think 
that, Raven." 


The man, Raven Darkmoon, muttered something under his breath. As 
usual, his mother Paula Devereaux was sharp tongued and slow to tell him 
anything useful. This was something he had learned to live with in the past, 
but the maddening, unchanging landscape was beginning to get to him. This 

place was called the Nightlands for a reason, and that reason was that it 
was always dark here. He looked down at his watch and was not surprised 
to see that it wasn't night in Trystania, his new home. There it would just be 
hitting early afternoon. "Why doesn't the sun come up in this accursed 
place?" 


"It is up," Paula said, then pointed upward. Her son looked at what he first 
thought was the moon. Upon closer inspection, he realized he had been 
wrong. It was actually the sun. "I know you don't look up at the sky often 
but you need to stay more aware. If it were night, both moons would be 

out. It's dangerous to be confused about the time here." 


"Yeah, whatever. What is it we're doing here, again?" 


Paula quickly looked away. "Let's just say it's in the best interest of 
ShadowCorp." 


"Dodgy answer. You know how much | hate those," Raven said in weary 
resignation. "Well, whatever it is, | hope we finish this soon. All work and 
no play makes Raven a mean boy." 


"Oh, | wouldn't worry about Cheryl. She'll be fine with Kage looking after 
her. Come on. We're almost there now." 


They walked on for a few more minutes in silence, with Paula leading the 
way. She brushed aside more of the dense jungle greenery, then smiled. 
"Ah yes. Here it is." 


Raven looked ahead and saw a castle made of what appeared to be 
blackened stone, with bright red banners being whipped about in the wind. 
The sight of the castle filled him with dread. "i'm going to take a wild guess 

and say that a Nightlord lives there." 


"You could be right." 


"Why don't you give me a straight answer for once? Don't you know?" 
Raven asked, becoming more infuriated with her by the minute. 


Paula sighed. "Of course | do. I'm not green. Yes, a Nightlord lives here, or 
rather, the daughter of one does... if you can call their existence living." 


"Well, if | may paraphrase young Jace here, cool fucking beans. Why 
couldn't you tell me that to begin with?" 


Paula didn't answer. She moved ahead toward the stone keep. She could 
sense his weariness and impatience with her, and she knew very well when 
he would reach his boiling point. He had been trained too deeply not to 
disregard her completely, as she usually kept things from him for a reason, 
but it was clear that would only go so far. She decided to ease the tension a 
bit by changing the subject. "Hey, how are the squirts, anyway?" 


"Same as always," he answered, slightly annoyed at the tact she had taken. 
"Jace is getting bigger and mouthier, and Rinn is more reserved. He's 
wanting to become an artist. They'll be ten next month. Cheryl's already got 
gift ideas and the party planned out." 


"And Terra?" 


At the mention of his daughter, Raven let out an exasperated breath. "Cozy 
with her new job. She's teaching first year students at Phoenix Academy, 
the same school the boys attend. Now, why don't we cut the bullshit? If I'm 
going to have to fight a Nightlord, I'd like to know before | slip my neck into 
the noose." 


"Relax. You don't have to fight. Just be quiet. Gods, you're about as much 
fun to talk to as a goddamned toothache." 


"Pardon me all to hell, Mom," he replied sarcastically. "The conversation 
would go a lot smoother if | didn't feel like | was just talking to myself." 


The closer the two of them drew to the castle, the more silent they 
became. For Raven, it was a desire not to alert anyone to their presence. 
For Paula, it was a desire to be anywhere else but here. 


Nightlords are monsters, she thought. Am I any different? There is time to 
go back and forget about this, but if I do... no. | must do this. It's been 
decided, and I am not in the habit of changing my mind on something this 
important. It's time to bite the bullet. The drawbridge was already open, 
and reminded her of the gaping jaws of a giant dragon. Even the stone had 
been carefully carved to resemble fangs. "Follow me. | know a shortcut." 


"Anything to hurry this along," Raven answered, following his mother down 
a long corridor. The carpet beneath their feet was a crimson color trimmed 
in gold thread and it bore bizarre symbols. Raven could swear they were 


moving before his eyes. 


Finally they stopped at the end of the carpet. Before them was a large door 
bearing even more strange insignia. "Get the door," Paula ordered, trying 
hard not to let the slightest inkling of guilt creep into her voice. She had 
planned this out for months, which was the very reason she hadn't kept in 
touch with Raven and his family. Some of it was the fact she thought her 
resolve would waver if she spent more time with her son, but mostly it was 
the fact that Cheryl would very easily figure out her intentions and put a 
stop to it... not that the Shadow Hunter could blame her. Paula had even 
distanced herself from her daughter-in-law at the office, staying on sick 
leave as long as she could, then giving the Raku herself time off via a memo. 
Knowing that Cheryl pushed herself too hard at times, she knew the Raku 
vixen would appreciate some time to refresh and spend time with her 
family. 


"Yeah," he said, quickly moving to get the door. He didn't notice that Paula 

drew her sword as he worked. A sense of danger surged briefly behind him, 

but before he could turn around to see what was happening he saw a bright 
flash and was lying unconscious on the floor. 


Paula stared at his still form, then sheathed her sword. The door opened 
softly. 


"Four months and not one minute longer, and he is not to be harmed," 
Paula said to the red haired woman who emerged from the doorway. "Am | 
clear, Lysette?" 


There was laughter from the other, somehow sweet and yet full of venom. 
"Have no fear. | remember our arrangement." 


"Good. Then I'll take what's mine now." 


"Of course." 


Chapter 01: Anguish 


Image: Paula Devereaux 


Cheryl Darkmoon paced back and forth in her kitchen, holding the phone 
tightly to her ear with one hand while occasionally stirring something in a 
pot with the other. The phone had been her constant companion for the 
last three months, ever since Paula had returned from her trip abroad to 
the Nightlands. Cheryl's husband Raven had gone with her, but when Paula 
came back she did not have him with her. By now Cheryl was getting 
anxious. In the past, Raven was often gone for long periods of time, but 
that was when he worked for Zero Company under Paula's command. 
These days, Paula was retired and had turned the reins over to him, but 
Cheryl was unaware of any mission. He told her everything concerning their 
work, indeed had trained his Raku wife to the point where he trusted her to 
handle small missions on her own, so Cheryl couldn't understand why he 
would fail to mention anything about a mission or a job or anything of the 
sort to her. 


"Hi, Janine," she said, speaking into the receiver. "Um, is Paula there?" 


On the other end, Janine Trent, daughter of Lexford's Prime Minister Simon 
Trent and now Paula's ward, looked to a woman with long blonde hair. This 
woman shook her head. "No, she's not here right now, Mrs. Darkmoon." 


"Oh," Cheryl replied, disappointed. "Well, will you please tell her | called? 
It's important." 


"Uh, yeah! Oh... is it business or personal?" Janine asked, looking at Paula, 

who was silently mouthing what she wanted the young woman to ask her 

daughter-in-law. Janine's eyebrow went up in confusion. "Oh. All right. I'll 
tell her as soon as she gets back. You're welcome. Bye." 


"What did she say?" Paula asked with a frown. "As if | didn't already know 
what she's calling about." 


"Personal business’ was the phrase she used," Janine replied. "I kinda hate 
lying to her. She's very nice." 


"And well you should," a man's voice said. A moment later its owner 
entered from the hallway. "Now, granted, this is none of my business, but 
since when do we lie to friends?" 


"Don't," Paula said. "Don't you even think of starting with me today, Kage. 
I'm not in the mood." 


"I've heard your song and dance before, babycakes, and it doesn't scare 
me,' Kage Masamune replied, his calm demeanor betrayed by his piercing 
eyes. "You avoid her at the office, you're dodging her calls. What's going 
on?" 


Paula let out a sigh, then began to walk past him. She stopped to give a 
parting shot. "You may share my bed now, Kage, but | don't have to tell you 
everything going on in my personal life. | don't have to tell you a fucking 
thing. Now drop it. Both of you." She slammed the door to her study, 
leaving both Kage and Janine bewildered. 


* k 


Paula sat at her desk and leaned back in the chair, massaging her aching 
temples. In the past couple of weeks, things had been getting harried in her 
relationship with Cheryl. She knew that once the Raku discovered what she 
had been up to, even the understanding and compassionate vixen would be 

slow to forgive her, but right now she didn't care. She took out a red pen 
and looked at the calendar on the wall beside her, then crossed out another 

day. That calendar was her companion just as the phone was Cheryl's. 


A few more weeks, she thought. Just a few more weeks and I'll have you 
back. Cheryl will too. Now, if only she would be patient. But then, I'm not 
giving her anything to assure her you're okay, am I? Probably because | 
don't even know, myself. Lysette promised not to hurt you, but | believe that 
one about as far as I can throw her. 


She still had business to attend to, that of her corporation, but that would 
wait a while longer. She moved the stack of papers on her desk to the side 
and pulled the phone to her. She would take care of such mundane matters 
in a few minutes, but first, she had some personal business of her own. She 
punched in some numbers and waited as the phone on the other end rang 
twice. It was in the middle of a third when someone picked up. 


"Hello?" a man's voice answered. 


"Miss Devereaux speaking. How is she?" 
"Still under sedation. Her wounds are healing. If only I knew..." 


"| pay you to look after her, Doctor, not to ask questions. If you still want 
that extra ten grand a month, | suggest you focus on that." 


There was a moment of silence on the other end, and Paula smirked when 
he spoke again. "Yes. Yes, | think that would be best." 


"Good. Call me if there is any change in her condition at all. You have my 
cell number." 


* k 


Raven shivered on the cold, stone floor. There was only a thin blanket for 
warmth, and even slipping into his Raku wolf form failed to keep the icy 
chill at bay. He reasoned there was no warmth at all in this place. He 
thought of the redhaired woman who came to him. She had introduced 
herself as his hostess, Lysette. She was remarkably beautiful, but her eyes, 
much like the room he was in, held no warmth. 


Another goddamned redhead, he thought. Jaana, Mina, Seika, and now this 
Lysette. What it is about redheads with you anyway, old son? It's hard to 
think, with nothing to measure the time by. It's as if I've fallen into the 
abyss. 


He wondered briefly, as he usually did, how Lysette had managed to get the 
drop on them. He remembered working on the lock of the door with the 
esoteric symbols, and then felt that tiny pinprick of immediate danger 
before blacking out. When he woke up hours later, he was in this room. He 
had no idea what had happened to Paula, or even if she were still alive. He 
would turn over the events in his head, but it was difficult to think. 


He had tried to use his abilities, but either something here was dampening 
his powers or he no longer had them. Perhaps he was just too weak. He 
was fed one meal a day, and even though he was certain the food was 
drugged, he ate. He would need sustenance if he were to find a way to 

escape. The catch twenty-two here was the drugs in the food kept him as 

weak as a kitten. 


Or maybe the food isn't drugged at all, he thought sleepily, his eyes closing 
even as he struggled to stay awake. Maybe it's what she does. 


Every time his mind wandered and tried to fix on Lysette's red lips, her 
breath on his skin, the flare of stinging pain as she bit him and drank, he 
associated it with betrayal. He wasn't sure why, but he couldn't bring 
himself to think too deeply on Lysette. All he could think about when he 
thought of Lysette was Cheryl. 


Cheryl and how he had betrayed her. 


Chapter 02: Midnight Call 


Image: Kyle's demolished car 


Cheryl stared down at the phone in her hand and frowned. Every day she 
would call Paula, either at home or on her cell. When she called Paula's 
home (and Cheryl was shelling out hundreds for those long distance calls to 
Norris Falls on a daily basis) the phone would either keep ringing and go 
directly to voicemail or Janine would answer and say that Paula wasn't 
home. The Raku was certain that Paula would eventually get back to her, 
but she never did. The more Cheryl thought about it, the more she didn't 
want to believe what her instincts were telling her. 


She's dodging me. 


She sighed and placed the phone back on its cradle on the kitchen wall, 
then went back to cooking her grandchildren's favorite repast, spaghetti 
and meatballs. Even as she put on water to boil for the pasta, she 
wondered about her husband - what he was doing, why he was gone and 
why Paula was being so closemouthed about it. She was dicing tomatoes 
for the salad when she thought she might already know the answer. 


They were secretive long ago. Even back when | first met him Raven was 
slow to divulge information to an outsider, she thought. Could it be that 
Paula has him doing something that might endanger us if we knew about 
it? That's definitely a possibility. Still, the big lug could have said something 
to me about it. I'm good at keeping secrets. 


Feeling only a little better, she finished preparing the salad and began 
kneading dough for bread. Jace and Rinn would be spending the weekend 
with her, and she wanted them to have a good homecooked meal to start 
them off. There would be time to worry later, when they were sent off to 

bed later that evening. 


It would not be the first sleepless night for Cheryl Darkmoon, and it would 
certainly not be the last. 


* k 


"Hell, Neesa, what'd you do, buy out the damned store?" Kyle Schwarzwind 
laughed as he loaded package after package into the trunk of his car. His 
new wife, Neesa of the Raku, simply stuck her tongue out at him. Her hair, 
once a strawberry blonde color, had begun to darken into a brownish color 
over the past year and was now nearly the same shade of brown as her fur. 
Even for a Raku, she was strong and athletic. The reason for that was quite 
simple - she was watched over by the bear spirit, and it was reflected in her 
looks. Kyle even called her his own "sexy teddy bear." 


"Pfffft. You make the money, | spend it, buster. That's how this works," she 
replied. "Or did you forget? Besides, you want your cub to have the best, 
don't you?" 


"| suppose so, but..." 


"Ease up, Kyle," Lana Schwarzwind-Alexander, Kyle's twin sister and wife of 
his best friend, Stephen Alexander, interjected. "Neesa's going to be a 
mother. Be nice to her for a change." 


"All right. Man, now | know how Uncle Raven feels when Druscilla comes to 
visit him. Little sisters are the pits and the shits," Kyle said with a wink. He 
was muscular, with platinum hair like his sister and mother, the famed 
Shadow Hunter Lucrecia Schwarzwind. He wore a black patch over one eye, 
which had been damaged by an explosion of his own making at the tender 
age of seven. When Lucrecia had learned of it, she fainted. When his father 
Strom Schwarzwind learned of it, he waited until the child had recovered 
then gave him a long speech about responsibility, danger, and scaring the 
hell out of the family. 


"Not that much younger than you, just a couple of minutes, you turd. 
Anyway, stop being difficult. You'll stress Neesa out, and it's not good for 


her. 


Neesa giggled as she sat in the passenger seat of the vehicle. "I'm fine. Oh, 
don't forget Lana's bags!" 


"Yeah, yeah," Kyle said, stuffing the bags of clothes into the already 
overpacked trunk of the car. He slammed the lid down, then went over to 
the driver's side and got in. It was then that he noticed the look on Neesa's 
face. "What?" 


The bear Raku sniffed the air. "I smell something. It stinks, whatever it is." 
"Lana probably farted." 


"More than likely it was you, with all that chili you eat," Lana yelled from 

the back seat. She was in the middle of buckling up her seatbelt when she 

suddenly smelled it too. "Hey, | think | smelled that before. It's like, sulfur 
mixed with something else..." 


Kyle's expression suddenly changed from amusement to horror. Having 
spent years around explosives, gunpowder, and various chemicals in their 
making he instantly recognized the scent the moment it hit him. "Everyone, 
out!" 


"Huh?" Lana asked. "But-" 
"Out. Now! Neesa, go!" 


Neesa instantly sprang out of her seat but hesitated when she saw Lana 
was struggling with her seatbelt. "Kyle, she's stuck!" 


"I've got her. Run!" He screamed at Neesa even as he cut the seatbelt off 
his sister with a pocketknife. "Lana, come on!" He took his sister's hand and 
was about to catch up to his wife when there was a deafening explosion. 
Shrapnel from the car flew everywhere, and Neesa ducked as a large piece 
flew over her head, missing it by inches. Sensing the danger was over, she 
looked back at her husband and sister-in-law and screamed. 


Kyle's still form lay upon Lana, his clothes and flesh shredded by scraps of 
metal. Even before she moved to inspect the bodies, she knew Kyle hadn't 
made it. She knew because one of the shards had pierced his skull. She ran 
to them, the stench of death filling her nose. She moved her husband, 
hoping against hope that her initial thoughts were wrong somehow, then 
wailed at the sky when she saw that they weren't. 


Kyle Schwarzwind, known for having what his mother called 'the luck of the 
devil,’ was dead in his wife's arms. His famous luck had finally run out. 


* k 


It was well into the night when Cheryl sleepily reached over on the 
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nightstand for the blaring phone. She and her grandsons had enjoyed a 
quiet evening of movies and popcorn before she had finally sent them off 
to bed. They were asleep in the guest room of the Darkmoon home, and so 
thankfully the phone hadn't woke them. "Hrm... hello?" 


It wasn't often that Cheryl got midnight calls. At first she expected it might 
have been Raven, calling her to say he was on his way home. It wasn't him, 
but Stephen Alexander. What he had to say caused the Raku vixen to sit 
upright in the bed. She listened to his voice, barely hearing any words 
beyond the first few. 


"Oh, gods, no. I'll... I'll call Terra and we'll be right down. Are you sure he's... 
okay, okay. I'm coming," Cheryl said, trying hard not to let the tears flow. 
During the years of their childhoods, Lana and Kyle were almost permanent 
residents at her house, being the Darkmoons' godchildren. She often 
babysat them for Lucrecia and Strom, who were often too busy. Lucrecia, 
just as her husband Raven, was an agent of Zero and Strom was often 
called on for his expertise and scientific know-how to help them complete 
whatever mission they were on. The children had made good company, and 
were acceptable playmates for Terra, her only living daughter. Losing Kyle 
was like losing another of her children all over again. 


Cheryl instantly punched in the numbers for Terra's cell phone. There was a 
sleepy voice on the other end, and Cheryl sighed in relief. "Terra, shut up 
and listen. Something happened. No, the boys are fine... just... just hush! 

It's about Kyle and Lana. We have to go to the hospital." 


Chapter 03: Tragedy In Trystania 


11 


Image: Paula Devereaux 


The Raku wolf pulled his knees to his chest, musing on the lack of change. 
The minutes ran into endless hours, and the hours into endless night. There 
was little light in the cold cell, with a simple torch set on the outside, its 
flickering light dancing across the wall. The torch was refreshed 
periodically, probably by whoever guarded him. He knew someone was 
there; he could smell and hear whoever it was. Raven Darkmoon rarely 
assumed anything, but even he knew that the presence outside wasn't 
human, Raku, or any of the normal races that littered eastern Valladia. 


What he smelled was putrid, disgusting death. 


Raven was no stranger to the undead, desecrated corpses given life again 
by the power of necromancy, but he knew it wasn't a zombie or ghoul or 
even a vampire. He had encountered Nightlords before, having been 
defeated himself by Keldred years before. Keldred had been a challenging 
foe. He sought the Dragon's Soulstone, an ancient artifact that could have 
broken the pact the Valladian gods had made when they created the world 
and gave it life. Had he succeeded, Valladia would again become a dead, 
lifeless world filled with eternal night. It would have turned Valladia into a 
world only fit for the dead and Nightlords, which was Keldred's ultimate 
goal. 


Raven was Saved only through the actions of Paula Devereaux, whom he 
had only known as his employer at that time. The bond they shared, that of 
mother and son, had been revealed not long after, when Lucas Krauser told 
him a story after their own heated battle that Paula Devereaux had been a 
victim of rape and had given birth to Raven. She had turned him over to her 

friend to raise, knowing full well that her friend's husband had been the 
very man who fathered him. It was a decision she often regretted, or so she 
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had told him, as Raven's father was a brutal man, unforgiving. He had 
beaten the young Raven almost to death many times, and had even 
insulted Schala Delamore, Raven's first love. Raven had always grown up 
hating his father Galen but loved his adopted mother Mariska, who had 
always come to his aid when he needed her. When he learned of the truth, 
he had sought a better relationship with his birth mother, and Paula had 
sought after the same. The two of them were alike in so many ways that it 
wasn't as difficult as either of them had thought it would be. 


But where is she now? Raven thought, again fighting off the urge to sleep. 
Every few hours, he would exercise, keeping his muscles strong. He had no 
idea when a window of opportunity for escape would present itself, or even 
if it would, but he wanted to be ready when or if it did. He stood and began 
pacing the cell to warm up as his mind continued to wander. First he'd think 
of Paula, then of Cheryl, Terra and her sons, and then lastly, his warden, the 
crimson-tressed woman known simply as Lysette. He was still thinking 
about her when he heard her outside his cell. He quickly sat in the corner, 
not wanting to reveal anything to her if he could help it. If she knew what 
he was doing, odds are she would figure out that he planned to escape. 
Keldred had known his innermost thoughts, and being that was Raven's 
only experience with a Nightlord, he had no idea if Lysette had those same 
abilities. 


The door opened, and not only did he see his captor but a man in a black 
suit. It reminded Raven of his own uniform when he lived in Lexford as 
Empress Darkmoon's consort. He shoved that memory to the back of his 
mind as Lysette spoke. 


"Are you eating well, pet?" 
"Fuck you." 


"| prefer the arrangement we have now," she replied casually. "You know 

why I'm here, don't you?" She knelt down in front of him, then stared into 

his eyes. Raven saw clear grey eyes that seemed to sparkle in the darkness 
of the room. "Come closer. | have something for you." 


"Yeah?" He asked, his voice a hoarse whisper. He could feel himself slipping 
into sleepiness, just as he always did when his eyes met that beautiful and 
yet somehow horrible gaze. "Why don't you come closer? See, | have a little 


something for you, too, darlin’. 
"Oh?" Lysette said with a smile. "What is that, hm?" 


For a moment, Raven swore that it had been Cheryl who had spoken to 
him. Those grey eyes seemed to become a deep sapphire blue, and as she 
drew closer to him, the wolf spat in her face. 


"There. Wear that back to whatever hellhole you crawl back to," he said 
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savagely. "It looks good on you, you flamehaired bitch." 


Surprisingly, Lysette's hand darted out to stay her companion. The man's 
hand rested on an oddly shaped sword at his hip, but he relaxed. "This one 
has fight left in him. That's good, since it means he still has hope. The 
goblet, Castor." 


Her companion handed her both a golden cup and a handkerchief. Lysette 
carefully wiped her face, then with lightning speed she lunged toward 
Raven and he felt sharp pain in his chest. Lysette bit deeply, and soon 

Raven's blood flowed freely down the light grey fur of his chest, staining it 

red. Lysette caught some in the cup, then bit again even as Castor moved to 
hold their prisoner's wrists so he wouldn't fight back. 


After three more bites, Lysette had a full goblet. This she drank down even 
as she stared at the very weakened Raven, who found himself unable to 
stand or even sit up. He lay panting, watching her throat as she guzzled the 
thick red liquid. He knew what came next, for he had experienced this many 
times during his stay here. He was only somewhat relieved when she 
turned away from him. 


"Bad dog. No treat for you tonight," she said. "I tried to make it as pleasant 
for you as | could, but you are impossible. Oh well. | guess I'll always have 
the memory as a keepsake. You, squirming and begging me not to, and yet 
you still somehow managed to... oh, Castor, stop looking so grumpy. It's not 
like | love him, after all. Hm... better bring him some medicine for those 
wounds. | bit too deeply this time." 


"Some would say not deep enough," Castor commented, staring at the 
prone Raven Darkmoon. "Why you chose to let him feel the forbidden 
kiss..." 


"Castor, do not presume to tell me what | should or shouldn't do. He liked 
it, and so did I. My father engaged in acts of pleasure all the time when he 
ran Darrow Town. Enough talk. Already | feel his power surging through 
me. One or two more sessions should be enough, which is good since I have 
to return him soon to that bitch Dario." 


"You are not obligated to-" 


Lysette hissed. "She killed my father, and even Lord Faine! |am not about to 
face her blade without a little insurance first. My evolution is nearly 
complete. All those years of searching for a higher plateau of power and it's 
been right here under our very noses the whole time. | will keep my word 
and return him, in more or less the same condition in which he was brought 
to me. The last thing | want to do is double cross the first human to fell two 
Nightlords... at least, not until | am ready. Be absolutely sure you give him 
his medicine," she finished. 
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The door to the cell closed, and the last thought in Raven's mind was that 
he had misunderstood the conversation. After all, there was no way Paula 
would have betrayed him, especially not to be used in this fashion. He tried 
to think of anything he may have done to cause her to be that angry with 
him, and found that there were plenty of instances where he had in one 
way or another, pissed her off. Still, he doubted she would go against her 
oath to allow this creature to perform her deeds unchecked. He knew his 
mother was a lot of things, but she held personal honor in very high regard 
and would never go against it even if she were to die for it. 


He fell into a deep sleep, troubled by strange dreams. One was of himself as 
a child again, only this time it hadn't been his father who had beaten him, 
but Paula. It was she who had denied him even the most basic of comforts, 
and nearing the end of the dream her anger had caused her face to 
transform into a hideous creature. 


He woke up screaming, his cries echoing off the stone walls of the cell, 
unheard by anyone except the creature outside his door. 


* k 


"You've a way of making it seem cold," Kage Masamune said, lying down on 
the bed with his arm around Paula. 


She sighed grumpily. "Well, I've practiced more on women than men. Sorry, 
hon, but a porn star | ain't. You'll just have to put up with me until | get a 
little more comfortable with it." 


"You could have fooled me, babycakes, but | wasn't talking about the sex. | 
meant this thing with you avoiding Cheryl like she's the plague." 


Paula, who was facing the wall of her bedroom, rolled her eyes. Kage 
reminded her of a puppy - fun to play with for a while, but once he got his 
teeth into something, he didn't want to let it go. "You know, any other time 
you'd be asleep by now." 


The former Shinra warrior chuckled. "You're deflecting the conversation 
again." Paula felt his hand in her hair. "So long, your hair. Lovely as it is, I'm 
tempted to cut it while you're sleeping one of these nights just so | can get 

a better view of you from behind." 


"You do that and I'll cut off something of yours that won't grow back." 


"Oh, unpleasantness. Let's go back to talking about your daughter-in-law," 
he replied with a wince. He knew Paula well enough to know that she 
wasn't kidding. He brushed her hair back, then glided his fingertips over the 
tattoo on her arm. "She's a nice person, and of course she's the almighty 
Empress | hear so much about, even if she does have a good head for 
business. Hell of a cook, too. If you've ever tried her chicken parmesan 
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you'd have to agree with me." 


"Gods damn it," Paula said, shifting uncomfortably. "I've had that at least a 
hundred times, seeing as | usually have dinner with them once a week." 


"Exactly." 
"Oh | see what you're getting at. How about this? Fuck you." 


"Again?" Kage asked with a grin. "I don't know, babycakes. Better give me a 
few more minutes." 


Paula rose up from the bed, grabbing both her pillow and the blanket. "I'm 
going downstairs to sleep. It's the only way I'm going to get any fucking 
relief from your constant caterwauling!" 


Kage let his eyes wander over her naked body - no fool, he - then sighed. 
"That's probably for the best. Let me know if you change your mind and 
decide to be mature about this." 


Paula stopped long enough to take her robe then slammed the bedroom 
door. 


* k 


On the other side of the door, Paula let out a deep breath, then drew her 
bathrobe around her shoulders. Let Kage think what he wants. I'm not 
about to tell him what is obviously none of his business, she thought. She 
headed downstairs, dropping the blanket and pillow onto the heavy red 
sofa in her living room, then went into her kitchen. She quickly made a 
sandwich and poured a glass of milk then sat on the sofa to eat and try to 
forget about Kage. 


And about Raven, she thought. Did | make a mistake in bringing you there? I 
don't know... I just don't know what I'm supposed to do anymore. Fuck it. 
It's over and done with. Maybe a little TV will help chase away the midnight 
blues. 


She casually flicked through the channels, the remote in one hand and the 
glass of milk in the other. She stopped channel surfing when she saw a 
header on the late night news that read Tragedy In Trystania. The reporter 
was in the middle of talking about yet another car bombing. 


Trystania? | wonder... 


"Kyle Schwarzwind, age 29, was found dead today, his body riddled with 
shrapnel from the exploding vehicle. It is believed he had gone back for one 
of the other passengers, his sister Lana, who has been taken along with 
Schwarzwind's wife to Katrina Hospital for medical treatment. There is no 
news on their conditions at this time. However, it is suspected that perhaps 
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this is an act of retaliation due to the twins' known involvement with the 
Darkmoon family, known traitors to the throne and wanted by Lexford 
Secret Police. One has to question the innocence of these victims..." 


Paula did not hear what followed. She nearly dropped the glass she was 
holding, but managed to put it on the coffee table with a trembling hand. It 
seemed no matter how bad things were going, they always had the 
potential... indeed, a tendency to always get worse where she was 
concerned. She turned the TV off, then headed back upstairs. Relieved to 
hear Kage's snoring for once, she opened up her closet and quickly threw 
on a pair of jeans and a tee shirt. She quietly closed the door behind her 
and opened a rift. 


She would conduct her own investigation, and may the gods help any who 
got in her way. 


Chapter 04: Grief 


Image: A grief-stricken Terra Darkmoon. 
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"Terra, slow down!" Cheryl said to her daughter, who was driving speedily 
to their destination. "I know you want to find out what happened. | do too, 
but we're not going to if you end up killing us before we get there!" 


Terra acted as if she hadn't heard her. She turned a sharp curve, nearly 
doing a complete U-turn. The tires of the small car squealed loudly on the 
pavement. "There has to be some kind of mistake. There just has to be. 
Kyle would have known if..." She was cut off by the sound of a large semi 
passing her. The driver of the huge truck was blaring the horn, and Terra 
swerved just in time. The car grazed the trailer of the truck, ruining the 
paint job. Without even slowing down, Terra extended her arm out the 
window and gave the truck and its obnoxious driver the bird. She had no 
time to deal with him right now. 


"Will you be more careful!" Cheryl screamed, her heart beating rapidly in 
her chest. 


"Are you sure you heard him right?" her daughter asked, bringing the car 
down to a reasonable speed. The last thing she needed was another ticket. 
Trystania's law enforcement was a lot more relaxed than the Lexford Secret 
Police, but they still didn't like reckless drivers who had the potential to kill 
themselves or some other unlucky bastard who just happened to be on the 

road. 


"Yes." 


"Geez. This will break Uncle Strom and Aunt Lucrecia's hearts. | wish we 
knew where they were. They have to pull together on stuff like this b- 
because..." She quickly wiped her eyes and went back to concentrating on 
the road. "Goddamn it." 


"Language," Cheryl admonished softly. If it weren't for the fact that Terra 
was driving the car she would have reached over and given her daughter a 
hug for comfort. 


"I have to give Monty a call when we get there, since I have him waiting at 
your house with the boys. Sorry about that. I just didn't feel the need to 
upset them." 


"You know it's okay," Cheryl replied. "If only your father were here, he'd 
find out what happened, and find who was responsible for it. This is the 
kind of thing that you don't think will ever happen to you or someone close 
to you, and when it does..." 


"Yeah, | know what you mean. I've been hearing about these bombings for 
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years now. Didn't they start in Westcross?" Terra asked. "While we're on 
the subject, have you asked Nana about Dad?" 


"Oooh, Paula. Don't even get me started on her. That female doesn't return 
my calls, | never see her at the office... she drives me crazy sometimes." 


"Well, maybe she's just got him looking for our friends somewhere. | mean, 
after Lexford, we all got kinda scattered." 


"Yes. Honey, pull over there. It's just a brisk walk to the door," Cheryl 
suggested. "And if that's what he's doing, he could have mentioned it, or at 
least give me a call or something. There are times | really think he doesn't 
care that he worries me so much." 


Terra did as she was asked, carefully parallel parking the small vehicle 
between two other cars. "Eh. It's Dad. You know, Mr. I-Don't-Talk-About- 
Stuff-Even-lf-It-Worries-You-To-Death. He'll be all right. Not so sure about 

myself. | keep thinking about Lana. What if she doesn't make it either?" 


Cheryl grabbed her arm, a little too forcefully. "Hush that kind of talk! We'll 
know more soon. Let's go see Stephen and Neesa. They're waiting for us." 
The vixen said, releasing her grip. 


It wasn't long before they were in the waiting room, and what they saw 
there broke their hearts. Stephen was trying to console an inconsolable 
Neesa, who couldn't seem to stop crying, all the while doing his best not to 
weep himself. He had lost not only a good friend, but his wife was also at 
risk. 


"Hey," Terra greeted them, a look of sadness on her own face. Even at the 
age of thirty-one she still wasn't sure how to handle these kinds of 
situations. She started to say something else, but couldn't. Instead, she 
hugged Neesa, whom she had always looked up to as a big sister and began 
to cry with her. Unable to hold back any longer, Stephen let his own tears 
flow. The four of them, Stephen, Terra, Neesa and Cheryl, hugged each 
other tightly and wept for their lost friend. Behind their grief was worry and 
fear of losing the other Schwarzwind too. 


* k 


The first thing Paula did was look around to make sure no one had seen the 
light thrown off from the rift. It was always a risk, but more so at night. She 
breathed a sigh of relief, then closed it. She had a feeling she would be 
flying back to Norris Falls on a skyship once this was over. After all, she was 
a woman who did not like taking chances when simpler means would serve. 
She walked for a little while through the alley she often used as her rifting 
point. Once she came out of the alley, she immediately flagged down a cab. 


Minutes later she was at the scene of the terrible tragedy. Authorities had 
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already hauled off the wreckage of Kyle Schwarzwind's car for further 
inspection, but Paula knew the investigative techniques developed ina 
couple of years were no match for her own, which had sharpened over 
centuries. She had a suspicion that the well-meaning Trystania police had 
missed something. Though it was after midnight here, the glow of the 
street lights and the light of Valladia's twin moons was enough for her to 
see by, and sure enough, she found what she was looking for. 


She picked up a thin metal disc, then looked at it thoughtfully as she turned 
it over in her hand. Having spent time on Earth, she was familiar with the 
technology of the modern vehicles Valladia was using, as they were 
modeled after Earth machines. Strom Schwarzwind had shared what he 
learned and had been a key developer of that technology here. Paula 
sighed, wondering if everyone would have been much better off if Valladia 
had remained as it used to be. She slipped the disc in her pocket, then 
hurried away from the scene as quickly as possible. Being this close to the 
incident and having the realization hit her that she would never see her 
adopted grandson again made her want to retch. 


It was only an hour later, when she was safely locked behind the door of a 
newly-rented hotel room did Paula let go. First, she thought of her friends 
that she had lost upon her return to Valladia five years ago. Secondly, she 
thought of her son, who hadn't deserved what she herself had sentenced 
him to. Third was the thought of the person she had traded him for, herself 
in a coma and finally, she thought of Kyle Schwarzwind. Kyle, who used to 
sit in her lap and listen to her read while trying to grab her reading glasses 
from her face. Kyle, who always tried to be smarter than everyone else. 
Kyle, who had once injured himself playing with fireworks. Kyle, whom she 
had sent on a dozen missions when he was with Foxfire Unit and had 
always come back unharmed due to his insane luck. Kyle, who would never 
know what it would be like to be a father or raise his child because some 
degenerate terrorist had taken his life from him with the same technology 
Kyle himself had advocated. 


What's the use, Paula thought grimly. What's the point of having children 
only to have them die on you? Kyle was a good kid. He didn't deserve this. 
When I find who killed him... She sighed heavily, willing the tears to come. 


They didn't. Paula Devereaux couldn't cry, and this frustrated her to the 
point that she drove her fist into the wall. 


Feeling a little better, she undressed and slid under the blankets. In a few 

hours, she would call the doctor again and check on his patient. She would 

also check on Lana, but right now that thought was too unbearable to deal 
with. 


Feeling very cold and alone, Paula stared at the ceiling until morning. 
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Chapter 05: One Thing At A Time 


Image: Paula Devereax 


Paula groaned as she sat up in the uncomfortable hotel bed. If she hadn't 
known better, she would have sworn she was sleeping on an iron table. She 
yawned, then looked at her surroundings. She hadn't fallen asleep until the 
early hours of the morning, and she was still very sleepy. Nevertheless, she 

shook off the weariness the instant she remembered the events of the 
previous night. She opened her purse and took out her cell phone, hitting 
the speed dial button. Her itenerary for the day included the hospital, and 

while she certainly cared for Lana Schwarzwind and prayed she was still 
alive, right now she was concerned with another patient. 


"Pick up, you fucking weasel," Paula whispered to herself after the fourth 
ring. There was a click followed by a sleepy male voice on the other end. 


"Hel-hello?" 
"Doctor, so help me, if you're drunk..." 
"Only a little. What are you doing, calling at this hour?" 


Paula checked the watch on the table beside the bed. "It's after nine. Any 
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changes?" 


For a moment, the doctor on the other end of the phone hesitated. Paula 
made a mental note to swing by his private residence and check on the 
patient herself. She didn't trust people easily, and this particular doctor 

even less so. He sounded half in the bag already, and she definitely didn't 

want him caring for the woman too long. Drinking impaired judgment, and 
she wanted a clear diagnosis of the condition the woman was in. After all, 
she couldn't remain in a coma forever, could she? 


"None yet. I've started her on an IV drip so she doesn't starve to death. 
Those are strange markings. I've checked her blood..." 


"| thought I told you not to administer a blood test?" Paula snarled, slipping 
on her boots. "Or did you forget who's holding the purse strings?" 


What happened next was something she didn't expect. The doctor actually 
showed some spine. "Do | tell you how to do your job, miss? Do | tell you 
how to make your coffee or how to sell it? | needed a blood sample to test 
for toxins." 


"All right. What did you find?" 


"The most peculiar thing... her blood is full of antibodies, it's as if her 
immune system has been bolstered somehow, like her body is cranking out 
more than normal, and..." 


Paula breathed a sigh of relief. What the doctor referred to was simply the 
elixir in the woman's bloodstream. It made all Shadow Hunters immune to 
various illnesses, even life threatening ones like cancer and HIV. Strom 
Schwarzwind had reverse-engineered the original, perfecting its previous 
flaws. However, Paula did not want this man knowing who or what his 
patient really was. "Ignore it. Her system is stable, yes?" 


"No poisons of any kind? The next words from your mouth better be a yes 
or no," she replied simply. "I'm a busy woman." 


"No illness, no poison in her system. She's lost a lot of blood, but with time 
and the right care her body will replenish that," he said."I'd like to study 
her. She might be the key to curing all sorts of diseases..." 


"She is not your plaything, Doctor. Do what | pay you for. Give her the care 
she needs. No more tests, or I'll take her somewhere else, to someone who 
is more prudent about whose business he sticks his nose in. Do | make 
myself clear?" 


"Quite. Might | say something?" He asked. 
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Sighing and rubbing the bridge of her nose, Paula replied, "Sure." 
"I think you're doing the world a disservice by refusing." 


"What has this world ever done for me," Paula answered, then turned off 
the phone. She didn't like this doctor, but unfortunately she had no choice. 
Moving the patient now would have a drastic effect on her recovery, and 
Paula didn't want to slow it down or risk having her not recover at all. 
Besides, she had other things on her plate, which was becoming 
increasingly full. With her adopted grandson's death, there would be a 
funeral to go to, and it would be one more thing to explain. 


And what do you tell Cheryl, hm? she thought. I suppose I could just not go, 
but | won't do that for a number of reasons. One, I owe it to Kyle. Two, I am 
sure Cheryl knows by now l'm avoiding her until Raven gets back. | won't 
have it be said that I didn't care about Kyle enough to even show up at his 
funeral. Cheryl is not one for backbiting, and I am sure she's going to let me 
have it but good. l'm not afraid of her... after all, | have earned her scorn 
and contempt. What I'm afraid of is... 


She sighed again, pressing the heel of her hand to her forehead. There was 
no more time to muse. She had to see another friend now. 


* k 


Raven sat with his back against the wall of his cell, listening stupidly to the 
sound of the chains as he moved his arms. When had Lysette put those on 
him? He was having trouble remembering. He had been sitting in this cell 
for what felt like years to him. It was always either dimly lit by the 
torchlight or pitch dark. He remembered hearing Terra mentioning sensory 
deprivation as being a form of torture. 


Girl was always well read, he thought. She seems to know a little on any 
given subject, thanks to the countless hours she spends reading. Even as a 
child she was rarely seen without a book in her hand. | miss those days, 
when things were simpler. 


He shifted uncomfortably on the floor, wishing Lysette were here. He 
wanted desperately to feel the alabaster skin of her throat between his 
fingers. 


Well, you know what they say... wish in one hand, shit in the other and see 
which one fills up first, he thought, then chuckled weakly. He didn't have 
the strength to laugh. All he could manage was a little wheezing sound. She 
has to return at some poi... return? Why does that word seem so important 
suddenly? 


His body ached, but he stood up, trying to keep his mind alert. It didn't 
help. All he could think about was that one word, and how there was 
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something wrong with it, something that had not felt right when Lysette 
had used it. 


Return... return him to that bitch, Dario, he thought. That's what she said, 

wasn't it? That could only mean... no, | must have misinterpreted what she 

meant, or perhaps | just heard her wrong. Mom wouldn't sell me out. She's 
a lot of things, but she's not some kind of... monster. 


He looked around, the flickering of the waning torch barely illuminating the 
room. 


Black metal chains. I'll be damned if it's not Mirrillium, he cursed under his 
breath. | have to get out of here. If | stay any longer, Lysette is going to end 
up killing me just through the blood loss alone. She's consumed so much of 
it... | can barely stand. I'm so weak. He looked up at the ceiling, then felt a 
faint glimmer of hope. Indeed the chains were fashioned from Mirrillium, a 
metal so dense and strong it could only be forged and shaped by magic, but 
what they were attached to was another story. 


Pretty stupid of you, my dear, he thought as he tested the wood the chains 
had been bolted to. Oh yeah. Very stupid. 


It was time to get out of this gloomy place and go home. Not only did he 
need to hear Paula's side of the story, but he also had his own tale to tell. 


One thing at a time. First | have to get back to her, and tell her that I'm 
sorry. She deserves to know about what | did with Lysette. After that... well, 
we'll just have to see what happens. One thing at a time. 


* k k 


Paula stepped out from the rift, not much caring if anyone had seen her. So 
many things were happening and it was a struggle even for her not to be 
overwhelmed by them. She took a quick glance around, only slightly 
relieved that no one had seemed to notice. People were just too absorbed 
in their own business to pay any attention to a brief red glow. Paula looked 
at the house in front of her. 


Parnell, she thought. Didn't Raven know a doctor named Parnell when he 
was on Earth? Just another similarity between here and there, I suppose. 
The doctor better hope he's doing all he can to look after her, or his name is 
going to be shit when I get through with him. She pounded on the door. 


"Yes, yes, l'm coming!" Someone announced, somewhat annoyed. The door 
opened and Paula saw a short, balding man with wire-rimmed glasses and a 
grey mustache. "Oh, it's you. Come in." Without a word Paula followed him 
into a hallway. At the end was a room. "I imagine you'd like to be alone 
with her for a while?" 
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"Yes." 
"Then I shall leave you to it," Dr. Parnell said. "Excuse me." 


Paula stepped into the room, silently closing the door behind her. She 
walked over to the bed where a thin, pale woman with silver hair lay. In her 
arm was a feeding tube. The woman's natural beauty was marred by the 
dark puffy circles under her eyes. She appeared to be sleeping. 


Paula pulled down the thin sheet covering the woman and looked at her 
naked body. There were healing abrasions all over her breasts and 
stomach, and even a few on her throat. Paula tenderly touched the 

woman's shoulder, then hugged her still form tightly. It was only then that 
Paula let go, and wept. 


"Lucrecia, I'm so sorry..." 


Chapter 06: Escape From The Nightlands 


Image: Raven Darkmoon 


Cheryl tapped a sleepy Terra's shoulder, instantly jolting the young woman 
awake. The Raku held out a cup of coffee. "Here." 


Terra yawned and accepted it gratefully. "Wakey wakey juice. Yay. Thanks." 


"You looked like you could use it," Cheryl said, then looked over at the 
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occupied chairs beside her daughter. "Poor Neesa's exhausted from crying 
so much and Stephen is too, having worked a twelve-hour shift at the mines 
before he got the call to come down here." 


"Yeah. Neesa was full-blown in love with Kyle. You could always tell it when 
they were together. It always reminded me of you and Dad, only not so 
corny." 


"Sassbox," Cheryl replied with a smile. "But | suppose you're right." 


Terra took a sip of the lukewarm brew and grimaced. "Ugh. I'm going crazy 
just sitting here waiting. Excuse me. I'll be right back." 


"Oh... where are you going?" 


"Out to the car for my briefcase. | still have papers to grade before 
tomorrow. It's mindnumbing work, which is something | can definitely use 
right now, anything to take my mind off of all this." 


Cheryl nodded. "Yes, that's probably best. Did you call Monty?" 


"Yeah. He's torn up about Kyle but he won't let himself cry in front of the 
boys. If | know him, he'll probably do it while they're off to school or when 
they're sleeping. He's worried about Lana too, because he always says she 

was a sickly kid. Ah, damn it... now I'm worried about Lana again," Terra 

sighed, cursing herself. "How about you? You ever get a hold of Nana or 
Dad?" 


"| haven't tried your father. To be honest, | wouldn't know how | could 
reach him," Cheryl answered. "As for Paula, she's still not returning my 
calls. | don't know what she thinks she's trying to do but for her to be away 
dicking around with gods know what-" 


Unexpectedly, Terra raised an eyebrow, then giggled. "Dicking around?" 
Cheryl grinned. "Yes. You've never heard that term?" 


"Not from you. You're always calling me on my language, and here you are, 
talking about dicking around. My mama and her filthy mouth." 


"Oh, go get your briefcase, Sassbox," Cheryl said with a chuckle. "Hurry 
back." 


"Right. | shouldn't be long since | don't plan to be out there, dicking around. 
You kind of need a dick to do that, anyway," Terra replied. 


"Yeah? Sometimes | think your grandmother has one." 


Terra stopped on her way to the door, knowing she shouldn't be laughing 
so much in light of recent events, but between being up all night and 
constantly worrying and grieving, she was glad for any opportunity to 
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laugh, and who better to laugh with than her mother? She suspected Cheryl 

was doing the same, trying to keep her cheered up because she herself was 

close to breaking down. With that thought in mind, Terra gave her mother a 

parting shot. "You know, I'll bet she keeps it in her purse, next to the brass 

balls Dad always says she has." She paused a moment longer. "It's kind of a 
wake up call, isn't it?" 


"What is, honey?" 
"Kyle and Lana." 
Puzzled, Cheryl asked, "What do you mean?" 


"| mean we all took the elixir when we turned twenty-five. No getting old, 
no more sickness, not even the sniffles, hooray. You think you're gonna live 
forever, but it doesn't help with things like this, and it sure as hell doesn't 
help with coping with it. Geez, how do you and Daddy stand it, losing 
people you love all the time?" Without waiting for her mother to respond, 
Terra went out the door. 


That was just fine with Cheryl, as the Raku vixen didn't have an answer 
anyway. 


* k 


Raven took a deep breath, then mustered what little remained of his 
strength and courage. He couldn't afford to wait any longer. If he was going 
to act and get a chance for freedom, he would have to do it now. 


They say the gods always help those who help themselves, he thought as he 
slowly began climbing the chains. They hung from the rafter, and since the 
chains themselves couldn't be broken by normal methods, then he had to 
try another tactic. He would use the wood the chains were fastened to to 
facilitate his escape. He only hoped the wood didn't give until he wanted it 

to. 


The ascension was slow, but once he felt he could go no further, he sighed, 
then waited. The muscles in his arms and legs were burning with 
overexertion, and he knew once he got out of there he'd be sore for a long 
while, but it was better than the alternative. He had planned all this out 
very carefully. If the thing outside his cell was indeed a Nightlord or one of 
their ilk, he didn't have the means to kill it. He could, however, incapacitate 
him. 


One thing at a time, he reminded himself again. "Hey! Help! | think... | think 
I'm dying!" 


It wasn't hard to fake the sentiment. An instant later the door was thrown 
open by someone who looked to be twice as large as Raven and ten times 
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healthier. In the flickering torchlight all Raven could see was the creature's 
pale face and wild hair. It was all he needed to see. 


Raven dropped down from the rafter, landing squarely on top of the guard. 
His weight, combined with the weight of the dense and therefore heavy 
Mirrillium chains snapped from the decayed wood cleanly. Raven quickly 

stood, the rush of fresh adrenaline to his bloodstream providing a surge of 

temporary new strength. His reflexes were improved to a razor's edge, and 
before the stunned guard could get a grasp of the situation, Raven wrapped 
the chains around the humanlike creature's throat. He pulled back tightly 
and grunted. 


A moment later there was gurgling followed by a crack! 


Well, definitely not a Nightlord. That's a relief, he thought grimly, then 
heard someone outside his cell door. He stumbled over behind it, and the 
instant another guard entered the room, Raven threw the chain out and 
cracked his assailant across the face. Screeching in agony, the guard clawed 
at his face even as Raven wrapped the chain around its throat. 


"N-no," it rasped. "Please... don't kill..." 


"Wrong time to ask for mercy," Raven replied, snapping the neck as he had 
done previously. He wanted to do the same thing to Lysette, but again 
reminded himself to take things one at a time. He would pay Lysette back 
later. Right now he had other business to tend to, and his top priority was 
getting the hell out of the Nightlands. He took a few steps into the dimly lit 
corridor before coming face to face with Lysette herself. 


"And where do you think you're going?" She asked. 


"Ah, if it isn't the flamehaired bitch. | guess the gods do exist after all," 
Raven replied. 


"Not here, they don't. Do you have anything to say before | kill you?" 


Not one to cower in the face of danger, he said, "Yeah. I'm gonna go with, 
'Go fuck yourself."" 


Lysette smiled, baring glistening, razor sharp fangs. "Charming. Anything 
else?" 


Raven appeared to think for a moment. "Preferably with a very sharp 
instrument." 


"My goodness, where was all this enthusiasm before?" Lysette said, then 
walked toward him. Raven could feel his legs getting heavier. "You go 
nowhere until | release you, Shadow Hunter." She looked to her 
companion, who stood behind her. Try as he might, Raven couldn't take the 
few steps that would allow him to cast the chains around her neck. "Castor, 
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unlock his chains." 
"Mistress-" Castor objected, but was cut off by Lysette's shrill voice. 


"Enough! Unlock his chains, now!" While Castor hurried to obey her, 
Lysette took another couple of steps, then planted a kiss on Raven's lips. "A 
pity you did not enjoy my hospitality. Give your mother my regards." 


"Why..." Raven started to ask, but stopped himself. He could not believe 
anything this Nightlord told him. He would ask what he needed to know of 
Paula herself. "You haven't seen the last of me." 


"Probably not. Castor, escort my guest to the front gates of the castle. Let 
him return to his dear mother. After all, | am certain he would like a chat 
with her. Do hurry, Castor. | don't wish to be late for my other 
appointment." 


Chapter 07: They Call Him... Thermobaric 


Image: Just who IS the mysterious Thermobaric? 
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Paula felt physically exhausted and emotionally wrung out, and it wasn't 
even noon yet. She supposed in a way she should be thankful that Lucrecia 
hadn't woke up during her time visiting her, as it spared Paula from having 

to answer questions that were better left unanswered until Lucrecia had 
fully recovered, but still Paula wondered how long would her friend remain 

in her coma. 


Is Raven going to be in the same condition when he gets back? Paula asked 
herself, grimly pursing her lips together as she flagged down another cab. 
No, of course he won't. Lysette knows better. She'll return him as he was. 
She doesn't want to get on my bad side. After all, | eliminated her father 

and that bastard Faine, so she knows I am more than capable of killing her. 

Of course, if I'm forced to fight her there in the Nightlands we might have a 

problem, but- 


"Where to, lady? The meter's runnin’." 


Paula climbed into the backseat of the waiting taxi. "Katrina Hospital." 


* k 


The dark skinned man looked about the strange room, feeling annoyed and 
uncertain. He had never dreamed that such a place existed. He had been 
too quick to dismiss what his father had told him about this strange and 
exotic world as being the meanderings of an old man. He hadn't thought 

the odd black cube the redheaded woman had confiscated from him would 

actually open a portal from his own world, Earth, to this one. Everything his 
father had tried to tell him just sounded too fantastic, too out-of-this-world 
to have any truth to it. 


And yet here | am, and as usual you've fucked up my life, old man, he 
thought as his eyes rested on the only door in the room. It was made of 
four inches of solid steel. His captor had exited the room only a few 
minutes before. Your 'friends' don't seem to be around here anymore. That 
man with the weird gunsword you mentioned, or that scientist, or even the 
big wolf whom you claimed was gentle as a lamb. It sounds like something 
out of a book or something. | don't know, maybe I'm just going crazy, locked 
away ina mental institution somewhere while my mind flies off in the wild 
blue yonder. 


The door opened, and a beautiful redhead sat down at the table across 
from him. She was dressed in odd clothes, white and gold armor that 
appeared to fit her perfectly. It reminded him of something out of the 

middle ages. 
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"Name," she said. 
Quick and to the point, lady, he thought. "Yours first." 


The woman nodded, then quickly drew a dagger and threw it. The sharp 
blade kissed his cheek as it flew past, and he felt a stinging sensation even 
as blood began to well up and slowly drip down. "Do you think that | am 
here to play games and waste time?" 


He was having none of it. "Look, ever since | got here, I've been running. 
First from those fucked up zombie things where | was, then when | got here 
| ran into those weird things with the bright green scales-" 


"Dragon hounds," she clarified. 


"If you say so. Ugly fuckers, | can tell you that. Once | got away from them, | 
encountered those werewolf looking things-" 


"The Raku. They aren't usually violent." 
"Rah-koo?" The man asked, sounding out the word. "What are they?" 


The woman sighed. She was getting nowhere. "People blessed by the 
Lifegiver. Their form comes from the individual spirit beasts who watches 
over them. Now, I've answered your question. Answer mine, or the next 

dagger won't miss." 


"Kyp Brady. Doctor Kyp Brady," he said, straightening up in the chair and 
hoping in vain that his title held some influence here. 


"Mina Bree. Under the circumstances, we'll forego the usual formalities and 
cut to the chase. How did you get a device like that, and why have you 
come here? We usually kill rifters." 


"Yeah?" Kyp asked, his face twisted into a grimace. "How do you get away 
with that?" 


"Simple," Mina said with a smile. "Shadow Hunters practically are the law 
on Valladia. We're the authority here. Now, clear your ever running mouth 
of questions and tell me why you're here!" Her voice escalated in volume 
with each word. 


"I'm here because my father told me to come here when things began 
falling apart! He gave me the fucking thing!" Kyp yelled back. "What, you 
think | like being chased and hunted down? You think I'm having a blast 
sitting here and shooting the shit with you? Hell no. My old man's been 
fucking up my life since before | was born, and he's still fucking it up after 
he's dead." 


"Hmm... who is your father?" Mina asked thoughtfully. 
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"Marcus Brady," Kyp replied. Noticing the smile on Mina's lips suddenly 
fade, he continued. "You knew him." 


"Not personally, but | have heard the name. After all, he worked as a 
contact with this company when we conducted operations in your world. 
Why would he send you here?" 


Kyp drew in a deep breath and let it out, exasperated. "I don't know. He 

said he used to come here a lot when he was young, said he had a friend 

here. Now what was the name... something like, | don't know, a bird or 
something..." 


"Raven,' Mina said, sitting back in her own chair. 


"Yeah, that's it. Anyway, he said | was supposed to find him when | got here 
and he'd explain things. Problem was, when | got here, that guy was 
nowhere around. | ran into the werewolves and the dog people and... 
those... Raku. Next thing | know, I'm running and looking for someplace 
safe. Then | run into your dolled up ass and now l'm sitting here, probably 
waiting to die," Kyp finished. 


"| don't think there's a need to kill you... not yet." 


"Well, doesn't that make me feel all warm and fuzzy inside. What do you 
want with me?" 


Surprisingly, Mina laughed. "My gods, you're so much like him it's 
ridiculous." 


"Like who? My father?" 


"| meant Raven. What | mean is you've got some balls talking to the one 
person who holds your life in her hands like that. For the time being, I'm 
going to keep you here. Don't worry, you'll be protected and cared for. The 
only reason I'm doing that is because you're a problem | just can't afford to 
deal with right now. | have other fish to fry," she explained, then appeared 
to think for a moment. "When | said Shadow Hunters are the authority 
here, | meant it. Right now my company is searching for someone, a mass 
murderer who calls himself Thermobaric." 


Kyp dared to allow himself feel a faint glimmer of hope. If he could help 
find the murderer, maybe she would be willing to free him, or at least point 
him in the right direction. "Thermobaric? So he works with explosives?" 


Mina paused, wondering just how much information she should divulge to 
her prisoner. She had been chasing Thermobaric for nearly five years, with 
little progress. She was too proud to accept help from Raven or Paula, and 
too ashamed to admit that that same pride was the reason so many people 
had been hurt and killed by the explosions from cars they drove every day. 
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Thermobaric had succeeded in drawing the attention of Zero Company, 
now under Mina's leadership with the new name of SAVIOR, not long after 
the third incident that had killed four people and wounded several others. 

The local authorities were at a loss, and so Mina had gone to work. "Yes. He 
blows up cars. There's no pattern to who he hits, no targets that make 
sense. Maybe it'd make sense if we knew more about him, but all | have is a 
name and a lot of broken hearted families. He is careful, and no one even 
knows what he looks like." 


Well, maybe Earth and Valladia aren't so different after all, he thought. 
"You seem to know this Raven character. Why not ask him to help? My old 
man swore by that dude." 


Mina glared at him. "I wouldn't put my faith in him if | were you." She 
stood. "I'll send you some food in a little while. Don't cause me any 
problems, and you'll live through this, Doctor. Until then, | have work to do. 
Oh and one more thing..." she said, then walked around the table to lean 
down. "If you want to make things easier on yourself, don't bring up that 
lying piece of garbage again, hm? Else | might make you my top priority." 


"Shit. You think you scare me? After zombies and werewolves and all that 
other horror movie shit, you're nothing," Kyp said, not even flinching when 
Mina brought another dagger out and pressed it to his throat. "Fine. You 
don't want to hear about that guy? Okay. It's not like he's my buddy, 
anyway." 


"You're not bluffing," Mina remarked, incredulously. "You really don't care 
if you live or die here." 


"Nope." 


Mina returned the dagger to the sheath on her belt. "Yes, indeed you may 
prove useful, after all. Wait here. I shan't be long." 


Kyp didn't even crack a smile. "Do I have a choice?" 


"No." 


Chapter 08: A Tangled Web 
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Image: An impatient Cheryl Darkmoon 


It was slow moving through the thick junglelike environment for Raven, 
who was already weakened to the point of exhaustion by his ordeal. He 
stopped every few minutes to catch his breath. He could barely see through 
the strange darkness that encompassed the Nightlands. His eyes were now 
very sensitive to any kind of light and he knew he would have trouble 
adjusting once he was out and in the daylight again, but he didn't want to 
think about that now. In truth, it all seemed minor in comparison to the 
events that had already transpired. 


She has to know, he thought grimly as he pulled himself over a group of 
fallen trees. What I did... what Lysette has done and what I allowed myself 
to do... Cheryl has to know. As for Mother, | don't know what happened. I 
don't know, maybe I'm just going crazy. This place will do it to you, that I 
am certain of. | wouldn't be surprised if I'm a little insane by the time | get 
off this rock. First | have to make it to the shore. 


As he wandered deep in thought, his bare foot became entangled in some 
vines and he fell to the damp earth, cursing. It was no use. He had depleted 
all his resources and energy. He sat up with a grunt, pulling the broken 
vines from his leg wearily. 


One place is as good as another, I guess, he thought, pulling his ripped and 

torn shirt over his head. It was scarcely more than a rag at this point. It had 

been a long while since his last shower, and his nose wrinkled in disgust. He 

tried to think when the last time was that he had been in this much trouble, 
and realized it was when he had been a prisoner of Simon Trent's. 


34 


Well, this beats having someone else digging around in my head like that 
Abaddon asshole, he thought, rolling the shirt into a makeshift pillow. At 
least my thoughts are still my own. He lay his head down and closed his 
eyes. He couldn't tell much in the way of a difference. I'll get some shut-eye, 
and start again in... Suddenly he laughed, the sound echoing through the 
still night. What was he going to end that thought with? In the morning? 
There was no morning in the Nightlands. 


In a few hours, then, he thought, opening his eyes again to look at the 
strange sky. High overhead was a single white ball of dim light. The sun. 
Maybe I can use that to help me get a grip on the time here. 


His stomach began to growl, but he could do nothing but ignore it. 
There was no food here, no animals, no edible plants. Nothing but weeds 
and poisonous herbs grew in the Nightlands. 


| could use a steak, he thought. Maybe some of Cheryl's famous chicken 
dishes. Hell, now I'm thinking like Terra, with my gut instead of my head. I'd 
best get to sleep and worry about getting out of here first. The rest will have 
to wait. 


With that he fell into a deathlike and dreamless sleep, his mind burdened 
with worries of people far away. 


* k 


As the hack drove to Katrina Hospital, Paula took the small silver disc she 
found at the site of the exploding car from her pocket and turned it over in 
her palm thoughtfully. She wasn't sure, but she guessed it was something 
important, something that had been instrumental in blowing up Kyle's 
vehicle. 


If Strom were here, he could probably tell me what it is, she thought. Of 
course, if Strom were here he'd be able to tell me a lot of things, | suspect, 
like what was used to make the bomb, what sort of pattern, if any, there 

might be to the other victims, maybe even what I should be doing now. This 
is going to go bad with Cheryl. | feel that in my fucking bones. 


Having finally arrived at her destination, she paid her fare and a generous 
tip to the Raku driver, took a deep breath and sighed. It was time to face 
the music. 


* k 


The hospital had a sterility to it that unnerved Paula. Everything looked and 

smelled artificial. The air smelled of strong cleansers and illness, a smell she 

was familiar with. It reminded her of Earth, a world she had spent five years 
on being hunted and doing some hunting of her own. The smell brought 
back bitter memories, made all the more bitter by the few good ones she 
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had there. Paula had met Kage and Janine there, and she counted those as 

happy memories, she supposed, but she couldn't forget the look on Kage's 

face when she had refused to tell him why she was trying so hard to avoid 

Cheryl, nor could she forget asking Janine to lie for her, something that had 
not settled well with the usually happy and well-meaning girl. 


Just put them out of your mind, woman, she told herself. There'll be time 
for apologies later. For now, focus on what you have to do. 


She stopped in the waiting room. Lying with her head buried into her arms 
was Neesa Schwarzwind. Next to her was Stephen, still dressed in his grimy 
clothes from his work in the mines before getting the call to come here. 
Sitting in another chair opposite them was Cheryl, her legs stretched out on 
the floor. She was snoring lightly and drooling. Terra was beside her, still 
looking over and grading homework. She didn't even look up. 


"I was wondering if you were going to show," Terra said, putting the final 
mark down, then storing the papers carefully away in her briefcase. 


"Of course | was going to show. | didn't hear about it until last night, on the 
news," Paula answered, carefully noting the silent admonishment her 
granddaughter had given her. 


"Sorry about that. We would have called if we thought you would have 
answered the phone." 


"I've been busy," Paula replied. 
"Busy. Right. Have you seen Dad around, or is he too busy, too?" 


Paula bit back a terse response. It was the first time in memory Terra had 
not greeted her with open arms. It was clear the young woman had decided 
Paula was being selfish. "Yes, he is. | have him on something else that | can't 

pull him away from." 


"Figures. l'm going to call Monty and check on the boys. Why don't you 
wake Mom up and talk to her. That is, | mean, if you can make some time." 


"Terra-" 


"Sorry, Nana. I'm too busy. Got so much stuff to do, don'tcha know." With 
that, the annoyed Terra walked off in the direction of the parking lot. Paula 
watched her go with a stab of pain in her heart. Terra had grown up. She 
was no longer a little girl who believed everything she was told just because 
her grandmother had said so. 


I get it, Paula thought. You lost your friend and you're wondering where | 
was, why I wasn't around to stop it. You had always believed in me, Terra, 
but even I can't know everything. Still, | suppose | have also earned your 
contempt, as | have earned that of your mother's. She looked down at the 


36 


sleeping Raku, still snoring away even as the drool pooled into the fur on 
her cheek. Sweet Sangaa, is this what she looks like in the morning? It's not 
a side of her she should show to other people. "Cheryl." 


"Hm?" Cheryl said sleepily. She opened her eyes and blinked. "Paula..." 
"Yes. Wake up. | need to talk to you." 


The Raku vixen grunted softly as she readjusted her position in the chair. "| 
need to talk to you too." 


"Yeah. Like | told Terra, Raven's working on something that | can't pull him 
away from. I can't tell you anymore than that," Paula said, steeling herself 
for the heated counter that Cheryl Darkmoon was known for. 


"Working on something? Is this a work thing or a work thing?" Cheryl asked. 


"It's a work thing, as in that kind of work. I'm not going to go into it right 
now. Now, has there been any word on Lana's condition yet?" 


"No. Poor Stephen's beside himself with worry, and Neesa, well...with Kyle 
gone she's grieving, barely coping. | am too. | feel like | lost another cub." 


"Well, don't worry too much. Whoever did it is living on borrowed time. I'm 
looking into what happened. Trystania police are well-meaning, but they 
always miss something." Paula winced inside when she realized she might 
have given up too much with that statement. Luckily, Cheryl's mind was 
dulled by sleepiness, worry and grief. 


"Yeah?" Cheryl replied. "What have you found out, or can you tell me 
that?" 


"I've just started. Listen, give me a call on my cell the instant you hear 
anything about Lana. Don't call the house. I'll be here in Trystania for a 
while." 


Cheryl sighed and rubbed her eyes. "This thing you have Raven working 


on- 
"Cheryl." 


"Don't Cheryl me, Old Mother," the Raku vixen snapped, cutting her off. "I 
just want to know if... if what he's working on is connected somehow, to 
this." 


Paula relaxed. "Not that | can see." 
"Oh. Okay. I'll call you if | hear something. Do the same, okay?" 
The Shadow Hunter was about to shake her head in protest, but thought 


the better of it and nodded. "Sure. | have to get going now." 
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"Already?" 


"Yes. I'm off to see someone else who might have heard something. I'll let 
you know as soon as | talk to her, for or against." 


Chapter 09: Keeping Appointments 


Image: Lysette of the Nightlords 


Lysette entered the dark room adjacent to the dungeon cells. She was the 
only one allowed to enter this part of the castle; not even Castor, her 
servant and protector, was permitted to enter here. Lysette studied the 
room carefully before deciding to sit in the single chair at the circular stone 
table in the center of the room. This was her divination chamber, and not 
only did she use it for working her various magicks, but she also used it for 
communication. 


She glanced briefly at the far wall, the eerie chitinous shell protruding from 
it. It was calling to her, and soon she must enter it. After all, she had taken 
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all the power she could from the Shadow Hunter's blood and that power 
would fade if she were too slow to enter the incubation membrane. 
However, first she knew she had to contact the Dark Emperor. Nothing 
went on in Valladia without his knowing, or so she believed, and it was out 
of respect (not fear, she told herself) that she would inform him of the 
latest developments that had taken place in the Nightlands. 


No sooner had she sat down did grey mist began to swirl in the large glass 
orb on the table. Lysette always felt at her most powerful when she was in 
this room except when she communed with the Dark Emperor. She had 
heard the many rumors about him, that he was a god-king, a man with an 
immeasurable amount of knowledge of the secrets of magic. It was no 
secret that he had swooped in like a dragon and conquered the weak 
Empress Darkmoon five years ago, and Lysette reasoned the occultic 
knowledge he was rumored to have probably helped him with that. After 
all, Empress Darkmoon had been protected by Shadow Hunters, who in the 
minds of the people were nearly gods themselves. The new Emperor must 
have had something that allowed him to defeat and scatter them. 


These are things to ponder later. For now, it is best to focus on the task at 
hand, she thought, waving an open hand over the orb. The mist became 
darker and darker until it became black as night. It reminded Lysette of the 
barrier surrounding the Nightlands that kept it cloaked in shadow. 


Soon a face materialized in the orb. It was that of a handsome man with 
platinum hair. His eyes were closed at first, and when he opened them, 
Lysette knew there was something about him that was off-putting, 
something malevolent and sinister. "Lysette, how fares your guest?" 


"He... he escaped," she stammered. 


"Oh?" He replied with disappointment. Lysette heard another voice, that of 
a young woman. However, the Emperor simply held up a hand and she 
became silent. "I thought | warned you what would happen if you didn't-" 


"He's completely powerless. Devereaux took his abilities from him when 
she injected him with that serum, and he has lost a lot of blood." 


"Hm," the Emperor said, then sighed heavily. "Come, pet," he said. At first 
Lysette thought he had meant her, but then the Emperor's face was joined 
by another, a blonde girl with short hair and brown eyes. She looked 
ecstatic. "Let's show Lysette something, hmm?" 


"Yes," the girl gasped. Lysette watched her kiss the Emperor's cheek 
repeatedly. "Yes, my lord Styphon." 


"This is Barbara," Styphon said casually to the female Nightlord. "She was 
chosen to be my concubine for this evening. She is very, very good at what 
she does, which is anything | tell her to do, aren't you, dear?" He petted the 
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girl's naked back gently. 
"Yes," Barbara breathed lustily. "Anything for you, my lord." 


Barbara's lips said yes and uttered all manners of praise to the Dark 
Emperor, and her eyes held the look of one spellbound and in a daze. 
Lysette leaned in closer, hoping to understand what she saw there. 


"Yes, her loyalty is entirely to me," Styphon continued. His hand stopped 
rubbing the girl's back. "That is a valuable tool, and yet..." There was a 


ripping sound as his hand became a black claw. Lysette was not surprised at 
what had happened. The long black claw had pierced Barbara's back all the 
way through to her breast. Even as she died, her eyes continued to hold 
that relaxed and somehow disturbing gaze. "A tool is all she is, to be used 
when needed and then immediately discarded after. For all her loyalty, it 
still could not buy her freedom from death. Do you understand, Lysette?" 


The female Nightlord quelled the burning anger inside her quickly, lest 


Styphon sense it. "Yes. | am simply an instrument for you to use. | 
understand my place, Lord Styphon." 


"Good. The moment you cease to be useful to me, then that is the moment 
you too shall cease to exist. This is your last chance, Lysette. Fail me again 
and there won't be enough left of you for the beasts of the field to gnaw 

on. Is there anything else?" 


"Yes. It's nearing the time for Devereaux to return to reclaim her son. What 
should | do when she comes back and find he's no longer here?" 


There was laughter from Styphon. "Do you fear her? After all, she did 
defeat Keldred and Faine." At the mention of her father's name, Lysette's 
lips curved into a frown. "Remember that she is alive only because | permit 
her to live. She too is a tool... even if she is somewhat of a thorn under my 
scales. Her ultimate destiny is to be devoured by Grimwald just as Krauser 
was. No one can stop me, Lysette. Not even her. If you must fear anyone, 
fear me." 


Lysette hadn't expected him to offer any advice, and so she wasn't 
disappointed. The face in the globe swirled once again into grey mist as the 
Nightlord suddenly realized what it was she had seen in the doomed girl's 

eyes. 


Adoration. 


She found the realization amusing. Emperor Styphon was seen as Valladia's 
savior by the dimwitted populace after Cheryl Darkmoon had fled Lexford 
with her friends and family in the dead of night. People the world over and 
especially in Lexford cursed her name and those of her entourage in 
disgust. They equated her name with cowardice and many a drunken and 
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brave soul had vowed to slay her if she were standing before them. Lysette 
found this amusing because she knew what had really happened... Styphon 
had come in like a hurricane and taken the throne even as his power tore 
the city in two. People praised him as a hero even as his magic destroyed 
their city, their homes, their lives. 


Fickle, she thought, and her smile returned. Loyalty is a fickle thing. | would 
not trust a tool of that nature, O Lord Styphon. 


She walked out of the room to speak to Castor. 


* k 


Paula stepped into the elevator and hit the button marked up. She wasn't 
really wanting to visit the upper levels of the hospital; she was simply using 
it as a means to open another rift. In the days before Styphon's rule, going 
about had posed no problem for her or her fellow Shadow Hunters. People 
would see the rifts open and think nothing of it, knowing that somehow the 

emissaries of the gods (or so many believed) were at work. Nowadays, it 

was important that no one knew of the Shadow Hunters' whereabouts. 

People did crazy things when money was offered, and Paula preferred not 

to have to kill people whose only crime was believing the lies that were 
being told to them. With Styphon in power, the world seemed a much 
better place than it had ever been previously, even under Cheryl's rule, but 
Paula knew the truth. 


The world was being distracted. 


Styphon's government relies too much on keeping the populace distracted 
with toys of technology and amusements while he takes everything 
meaningful away from them, Paula thought dismally. He has his talons in 
deep, providing material pleasures with one hand while he crushes souls 
with the other. The worse part is, they believe what he tells them, that 
Valladia has never been better. The people haven't seen what we've seen, 
though. We know what's going on because we've fought against him for 
literally ages. He's a deceiver and a tyrant... but he has nothing to do with 
this current problem, at least not that I am aware of, yet. 


She entered the rift she had opened and emerged in a different part of the 
world, far away. It was a place she was very familiar with, having worked 
here for most of her adult life. She glanced down at the desk with a smirk 

on her pretty yet careworn face, remembering things buried under the sea 

of time, things that she regretted from long ago. 


* K 


Paula was sitting in the office, positively furious. First, Jaana had left. She 
wasn't sure if Raven had anything to do with that. All she knew concerning 
him and Jaana was that he spent a lot of time in her bed. Shadow Hunters 
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were cursed. The same elixir that gave them power could also kill them 
provided their bodies didn't make the right hormone. She knew people 
talked when members of her organization visited the seedy whorehouses 
and various brothels that littered Valladia's towns, but it was better than 
the alternative of having one's cells feed on themselves. It was partially the 
reason she had requested Jaana's help with their newest recruit. Jaana was 
very good at putting men at ease, and she doubted that even Raven's 
chivalrous and somewhat old-fashioned nature could stave off his lust for 
the redhead for long, especially once Jaana warmed up. As it so happened, 
Jaana had initiated him into the mysteries of sexual pleasures and they 
would stave off the effects of the elixir with each other for the most part, 
but then Jaana left, and Raven was left to do as the others in Paula's 
company had done to survive. 


It wasn't too long after that another red head had caught his eye, Mina 
Bree, who had power even before she had taken the elixir. Raven found 
something with her that he didn't have even with Jaana, who had been kind 
enough with him, telling him that if they had to do these things to stay 
alive, they may as well make the most of it and have fun doing it. Mina, on 
the other hand, had reminded Raven so much of Schala it was uncanny. 
Paula wasn't upset that he had found someone else to mend his broken 
heart. If anything, that was something positive. What burned her ass was 
that he had talked her into leaving their organization, where membership 
was rapidly diminishing already due to the hazards of the elixir, battle, or in 
some cases, cowardice. 


"You wanted to see me?" 


The door to the office opened, and in stepped a rakish looking man with 
tusseled brown hair, handsome features and a permanent scowl on his face. 


"Close the fucking door and sit down," Paula said, barely containing her 
anger. 


"I think I'd rather stand, if it's all the same to you, Paula." 
"Why did you see fit to talk Mina Bree into leaving?" 


Raven did not seem afraid of her. If anything, he looked as if he had 
expected this conversation for a while now. "She left because she was sick 
of having to fight. All | told her was that she didn't have to stay if she really 

didn't want to." 


Paula walked up to him, then backhanded him across the face. To his credit, 
he did not retaliate. In truth, he did not even attempt to dodge or counter 
her strike. "You did not have the authority to release her! Did you forget 
Article 17.4 in the Shadow Hunter code?" 


"No. Believe me, I've thought of little else. Article 17.4... No Shadow Hunter 
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n" 


may leave Zero Company except that death release him... or in this case, 
her. 


"Then why did you see fit to break the code?" Paula asked. 


"I owe you my life for taking me in, Paula. After my clan was destroyed and 
Schala died, I had nothing. That's the reason l'm staying here, to repay that 
debt. However, Mina was not taken in by you. She still had family when she 
came to work for you. I felt she was owed something for never getting to 
see her family again after you trained her, and by the way, to ask 
something like that as payment for training her has made me lose a lot of 
respect for you." 


"I did what I had to do. We cut all ties with the outside world so as to not 
complicate our missions... that's in the goddamned code too.” 


"I know." 


"Fine. You want to be obstinate with me, let me take some of the swagger 

out of you. Your punishment is a month in the holding cells without the use 

of your abilities. I'll arrange for someone to visit you... maybe Jaana, if | can 
find the bitch." 


* k 


And now l'm going to Mina Bree to ask for help concerning Kyle's murderer, 
she thought, trying hard to shake those old memories. Fate laughs. Let's 
see how well the pretender plays the role of a Shadow Hunter. 


Chapter 10: Bitter Rivalries 
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Image: Mina Bree, Leader of SAVIOR 


Why didn't you fight her off... 
Why do you say you love me when you don't... 
Why do you... 


Raven woke up with a start. He had been dreaming, of that much he was 
certain. Cheryl's saddened voice still rang clearly in his head, as if she were 
right next to him. He groaned and sat up slowly, every bone in his body 
feeling ready to snap. Just as he expected, his muscles were extremely sore 
from the exertion he had exhibited earlier during his escape from Lysette's 
dungeons. He rubbed the back of his aching neck and was about to stand 
when someone pushed him back. He hissed in pain as he felt the boot press 
into his shoulder. 


"The hell... are you?" He asked weakly. 


"Doesn't look like he has much on him, Captain," a woman said. Raven felt 
something being jerked roughly from his neck. He was too weak to prevent 
her from taking the locket. He just didn't have any strength left. "Except 
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this." She handed the locket to her superior. 


"These accursed shores don't seem to have much of anything," the Captain 
replied. Even as weak as he was, Raven knew a Raku when he saw one. The 
Captain wore brown leather boots, blue silk pants, a white ruffled shirt, a 
black long tailed coat and a red neckerchief. Spilling from her backside was 
a long brown furred tail. "Nasty place to make emergency repairs, 
especially with it being so dark even in the daytime." 


"Begging the Captain's pardon, but it was either this or sink looking for 
another port." 


"Aye. The sea is a cruel mistress sometimes. You there. What's your name, 
male?" The Raku asked, pressing the heel of her boot even harder. Any 
more pressure and he felt his shoulder would break. Instead of answering 
her, he grunted and gripped her ankle. The grip was surprisingly firm, with 
him being as weak as he was. 


"Get the hell... off me!" 


There was laughter from the Captain and her crew, which seemed to be 
comprised entirely of women. "Name first." 


Raven's patience finally gave out. He transformed into his Raku wolf form 
and used the extra strength to knock the Captain's leg out from under her. 
Cursing, she took a couple of steps back, then kicked Raven across the face. 
He fell back onto the ground, exhausted. His arms felt like lead weights. He 
felt himself being picked up and dragged, wondering who these newcomers 

were. Given the look and title of the well dressed Raku, he supposed it 
wasn't too farfetched that he had become someone of interest to pirates. 
He also reasoned... or perhaps hoped... they would be easier to escape 
from than Lysette. 


Either way, he thought with determination. I will not be used or be forced to 
betray her again. Once was enough. If I have to kill these women to prevent 
that, then so be it. 


"Maybe some time in the hold will take some of the wind out of his sail," 
the Captain snarled. She looked down at the gold locket in her hand with 
interest. It was a fine bauble, worth a bit as far as jewelry went, but she had 
seen better trinkets in her time. Chuckling to herself, she opened the locket 
and drew ina startled breath when she saw the picture in it, that of a Raku 
vixen with blonde hair kissing a baby with a smile on her face. Old 
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memories came to her, and she quickly snapped it closed again, then went 
to join her crew. There would be time to ponder the Raku in the picture 
later. For now, she had a ship to repair and a prisoner to deal with. 


* k K 


Paula ran her finger over the damaged wood of the desk where Lucas 
Krauser had once stubbed out a burning cigarette, and she winced at how 
fresh the pain still was when she thought of him. Styphon had taken a lot 

from her... her father, her city - twice - and the man she still loved, her first 

husband and partner. She sighed, then tensed up the moment she felt the 

man behind her. Before she could act, there was a muscular arm wrapped 
around her and the blade of a greatsword pressed to her throat. 


"Ah, now. What do we have here?" A familiar voice said. "Haven't you 
heard that breaking and entering is a crime, Paula?" 


Paula let out a deep breath. "Santiago Dupre, if you don't take that arm 
from around my waist and that blade from my throat, | am going to shove 
that motherfucking sword so far up your ass you'll shit blood and steel for a 
month, and you know I can do it, too." 


"Yep. Still the same ol' Chief," Santiago said, relaxing. He did as she asked. 
"What are you doing here, anyway?" 


"| might ask the same of you, but right now I don't care. Where's Mina?" 
"Taking care of business. How's the runt these days?" 
"Doing the same," Paula replied. "I need to speak to her." 


Santiago sheathed his sword and crossed his arms. "Yeah? Well, what 
about?" 


Paula smiled, then jabbed her hand forward, catching the surprised Shadow 
Hunter by the throat. "Santiago Dupre, if you think I have come through all 
the shit | have been through the last few months just to be questioned by 

that harpy's little lapdog, then you are woefully mistaken, child. A little 
more pressure and I'll rupture your jugular. | hear it's an excruciating way to 
go. | still haven't forgotten what you did five years ago, and | could kill you 
just for that. Tell me where she is and | might be persuaded to change my 
mind." 


"She's right here," Mina said, appearing in the doorway of the office. "You 
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have what you want. Release him." 


"Ah. The harpy screeches," Paula answered, quickly pulling her hand away 
even as Santiago coughed repeatedly. She was pleased that he rubbed his 
throat, trying to get those nerves to go back to sleep. "How're the 
pretenders doing?" 


"You didn't come here to ask me that." 
"No, | didn't. Have you been looking into the bombings?" 


Mina pursed her lips together into a frown. "Not that it's any of your 
business, but yes." 


There was a chuckle from her old superior. "You know, when I ran this place 
Shadow Hunters were a lot more efficient. You've had five years to capture 
or kill your quarry. What have you learned in that time?" 


Now it was Mina's turn to smile. "That's classified. Besides, | don't report to 


you. 


Paula reached into the pocket of her jeans and tossed something to her. 

Mina reflexively caught it. Santiago, still rubbing his neck, looked at the 

small metal disc in her hand. "I picked that up from the wreckage of the 
most recent incident." 


"So?" The redhead said after a few moments. "It could be scrap from the 
vehicle itself. | don't see..." 


"Because you have failed in your duties, my grandson is dead," Paula said, 
deadpan. Her voice trembled partly from rage, but mostly from grief. It fell 
to a deadly whisper. "Because you dared to pretend to be what you so 
clearly are not, he died. Not only that, his sister may not even pull through. 
He left behind a widow, who's carrying his child. His mother and father 
don't even know, because Lucrecia's in a coma and Strom is missing. If his 
mother even wakes up, | am going to have a hell of a time telling her that 
she no longer has a son. What do you think that'll do to her?" 


"Wait..." Santiago said, the discomfort of Paula's attack forgotten. "Kyle? 
He's fucking dead?!" 


"Yes. Killed last night when his car exploded. It's still touch and go for Lana 
too, who was with him. At least Neesa made it, though | hate to think what 
she's going through. They just got married a few months ago and she's 
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pregnant," Paula answered. "She has to move on without her husband and 
her baby will grow up without a father because no one can stop this 
maniac." 


He looked at Mina menacingly. "When were you going to let me know 
about this?" 


"Calm yourself," Mina said coldly. "This is not supposed to be personal. | 
was unaware the latest victim was related to you, Paula." 


Paula let out a deep breath, then approached Mina. Her face was only 
inches from Mina's own when she spoke. "You know how | feel about blood 
ties. It doesn't make a damn to me. Kyle Schwarzwind was still my 
grandson. The victim has a name. The victim had a life. He didn't ask for any 
of this. You and I, Mina, we bought into this knowing full well what we were 
getting into. Not Kyle. It was dumped into his lap because he just wanted to 
be with his friends in Foxfire Unit. Yes, he had a talent we put to use, but 
the fact remains he did not set out to fight like we did." Having said all she 
wanted to say, Paula turned to go when Mina's next words stopped her. 


"You feel responsible, don't you?" The leader of SAVIOR said with a 
malicious grin. "Oh my, you do." 


"| didn't set the bomb and | don't know who did," Paula said quietly. "So the 
answer to your question is no." 


"True, but these bombings have been going on for a while now. What this 
means is you haven't been looking into them at all." 


" No." 
"Too busy?" 


Paula sighed. Mina's words echoed Terra's from earlier, ringing of haunting 
accusation. "You know, I think coming here was a mistake. You don't care 
anything about this world, Mina Bree. All you care about is proving you're 
better than | am at taking care of it." She flashed a grin of her own which 
held absolutely no mirth. "If that's all you care about, then sure. I relent. 

You're better. Hold onto that when the next bombing occurs, or when 
someone else slaughters innocent people. Take it if it helps you sleep better 
at night. It sure as hell doesn't help me." 


"Cluck, cluck, cluck," Santiago interjected. "Why don't the two of you stop 
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chattering and start talking." 
"Agent Dupre-" Mina started. 


"No," he said, and Mina didn't like the look in his eyes. "We're getting 
nowhere with keeping shit from each other. Time to pool our resources, 
ladies. Say what you know and hold nothing back, or | might, you know, 


have to start interrogatin’. 


Mina crossed her arms and looked away. Paula simply chuckled. "I meant 
what | said about that sword, Santiago... but what you say makes sense, for 
once." 


Chapter 11: No Man's Land 


Image: Captain Celeste of Tanjibaar, Raku pirate 


"Damage report, Marissa," Celeste said to the sullen woman beside her. 


"Damage to the hull. Water has seeped in but thankfully not enough to 
worry about. We must have scraped a reef during that storm," the woman 
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who had taken the locket from Raven answered. "I estimate a day to 
completely repair it. Normally it'd just take a few hours but we're having 
trouble seeing in this damnable darkness." 


"Aye. Put the crew to work on it right away. I'll be in my quarters." 


"Yes, Captain. What do we do with him?" Marissa asked in disgust, pointing 
to the exhausted and dirty Raven. 


Celeste tapped a clawed finger thoughtfully to her cheek. "Get him some 
proper attire and let him bathe. His odor offends my delicate Raku nose. 
Afterward, send him to me." 


"Yes, Captain." 


* k 


It was a little while before Terra returned to the waiting room of the 
hospital, and Cheryl had updated the young woman on what Paula had told 
her. Terra didn't want to be, but she was absolutely furious with her 
grandmother. Paula had failed to prevent Kyle's death and hadn't even 
seemed to show a shred of remorse about it. Moreover, she didn't seem to 
care that Terra's mother was worried about Raven. 


She just says she's got him doing something and we're all just supposed to 
accept that, Terra thought. Well, | don't. | swear, | get so sick of her and 
Dad's crap sometimes. We're not babies anymore. Mom and | have seena 
lot of shit in our time. Dad may be lots older but that doesn't mean we can't 
handle the truth. Huh? She looked up to see that the doctor had come in to 
talk to them. 


"I'm looking for Mr. Alexander." 
Stephen quickly rose to his feet. "That's me. Is Lana going to make it?" 


Everyone in the room fell silent as they waited to hear the doctor's 
assessment of their friend's condition. 


"Well, she'll live. The shrapnel didn't hit any vital organs, but... we need to 
talk, Mr. Alexander. Please follow me to my office." 


Stephen looked nervously back at Cheryl, Neesa and Terra. "Why can't you 
just tell me here?" 


"It's complicated. Please." 


"Go ahead, Stephen," Cheryl said. "We'll be waiting right here when you get 
back, honey." 


"This is bad, isn't it?" Terra said, then looked over at Neesa, who appeared 
to be crying again. "Scratch that. What | meant to say was it's worse. Easy, 
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Neesa." 


"l-I juh... just don't know..." Neesa whimpered, wiping away fresh tears. "S- 
so many more p-people who deserved it... not Kyle..." 


"I know," Cheryl said, hugging the young Raku. "I know, baby. The way of 
the world doesn't always make sense." 


"Understatement of the year, Mom," Terra replied softly, looking down the 
hallway where Stephen had gone. 


"It hurts... so much!" Neesa cried into Cheryl's shoulder. 


"Yeah, baby, | know. Shhh..." 


* K 


"All right," Stephen said as the doctor closed the door to his office. "We're 
here. Tell me what's going on." 


"Well, | think you should sit down," the doctor replied. 


A quick flash of anger crossed Stephen's face, and in that moment he 
looked like his father, Jericho. He quickly pulled a chair over and sat down. 
"I'm here and I'm seated. Now, how is she?" 


"The shrapnel has entered her spinal cord. The thoracic area was damaged, 
namely the T6 to T12 sections. We pulled a large piece and several smaller 
fragments from there, and | am afraid..." 


Stephen listened attentively, his eyes growing wider at each word the 
doctor uttered. "So you're saying... she'll never..." 


"Walk again. Yes, I'm afraid so. Unfortunately, that's not even the extent of 
her injuries." 


"G... goddamn." Stephen whispered, his voice shaky. "What else?" 


"There's a complication with the cervical part of the spine. There's a large 
bit of metal embedded deep into the vertabrae, and removing it will... well, 
she'll be a quadraplegic. She will require a lifetime of care. She'll have to be 
fed, bathed, and will have complications when it comes to breathing. She'll 

have to have care at all hours of the day and night. I'm sorry." 


Stephen groaned, staring at the floor with his hands wrapped around the 
back of his head. It felt like his entire world had come crashing down on 
him. What he was being told was that he would have to take care of Lana 
the rest of her life. Given that both he and she had taken the elixir of the 
Shadow Hunters at the age of twenty-five, it would not be easily done. 
However, Stephen loved Lana very much. The two had always seemed to be 
made for each other. Lana, with her happy and carefree attitude and 
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Stephen with his gentle nature. He would indeed be willing to sacrifice his 
life to take care of her, but not until he had exhausted every possible 
chance of recovery. 


"| have a question," the young man said. 
"Of course." 


"What happens if we leave it in? What if we don't remove it?" 


The doctor sighed. "Well, at this time, she still has limited use of her motor 
functions above the thoracic, but leaving that fragment in her is a bad idea. 
You risk infection, and the possibility of it causing even more damage, not 
to mention the excruciating pain she'll be in. Over time the nerves will die 
and she'll lose control of those functions anyway. If we remove it now, the 
possibility of infection will be minimized and we won't have to worry it'll 
cause more damage in the future, and she'll not be in as much pain." 


"| have a decision to make, don't I?" Stephen asked in resignation. 
"Yes." 
"Can I have some time to think about this?" 


"Of course," the doctor replied. "We'll look after her, but please don't take 
too long. Every moment that it remains in her the greater the chance of 
infection and further injury." 


"I know," Stephen said, rising. He excused himself and went to deliver the 
bad news to the others. 


* k k 


Raven had been escorted onto a ship. He cautiously opened his eyes, barely 
registering the fact that he was being dragged by his arms by two of the 
female pirates. They pulled him up to the dark haired woman who had 
taken the locket from around his neck. 


"Take him to the lavatory and get him some clean clothes," she told them. 
"Captain Celeste's orders. She doesn't want him stinking up the Sea Queen. 


Guard him carefully. When he's completed his ablutions bring him to me." 


",..won't... be used..." Raven whispered. 


The woman placed a hand under his muzzle. "You'll do what you're told, 
scrub, and you'll damn well like it!" 


"Well babe, you might... be surprised." 


"That right?" the woman said with a malicious grin, then backhanded him 


swiftly. "Captain Celeste will bring you to heel, my strange new friend. 
You're in no-man's land now, and it'll be up to the captain to decide your 
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fate." 


* k 


Celeste sat in her quarters, staring at the locket in her hand. How had her 
prisoner acquired such a thing? 


Even more interesting, how had he learned to shift his appearance like that? 
| know I've been at sea a while, but this... She opened the locket again and 
looked inside. The more she stared at the image of the vixen and the small 
cub, the more certain she was that she hadn't been mistaken. She smiled, 

thinking of memories from long ago. 


* kK k 


The young Raku child poked her head out from the alley. Her stomach 
growled, and she patted it absently in an effort to quieten it. She didn't 
want it to get her caught. Her target was the fruit stand across the street. 


"Easy, tummy," she whispered, waiting for the fruit stand owner to turn his 
back. Her eyes were set upon the delicious-looking red apples. Her mouth 
watered and she stared hungrily at them. Having no money, she couldn't 
afford to pay for the meal, so she had gotten very good at slipping in and 

taking what she needed to survive. 


Suddenly she saw her chance, and dashed toward the stand. She deftly 
grabbed and pocketed three apples and turned to run. She almost made it 
when she slammed headlong into someone. The apples hit the ground and 

so did she. 


"Hey, stupid! Why don'tcha watch where you're going?" she shouted at the 
person who had messed up her otherwise perfect attempt at thievery. She 
heard cursing and yelling behind her. Looking back, she muttered, "Uh-oh." 


"Wait, little one," the person in front of her said. "Don't forget your apples." 


The Raku looked up to see a smiling blonde fox Raku who was handing her 
the apples she had dropped. The fox winked at her. 


"Stop! Thief!" the now very irate owner shouted. "Bring those back here!" 


"Pssst. Go on, little one. I'll handle this," the fox whispered, then asked 
loudly, "How much?" 


The little Raku waited while the fox paid for her meal. She was a little 
ashamed at how she had acted, but she was hungry. After the adult Raku 
had finished chatting with the stand owner, she turned to see the young girl 
still standing there. "Hi there. I'm Cheryl. What's your name, hm?" 


"Um... Celeste. It means..." 
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"Blue sky," Cheryl finished. "Little cubs have big appetites, don't they? Here 
you go. Some now and some for later." he handed Celeste a paper bag. 
When the little cub looked inside, she was pleased to see there was an 
assortment of fruits. "You know, I don't mind helping a hungry little cub, but 
you should know, honey, that stealing is wrong, no matter the 
circumstances." 


"I know, but I was hungry," the child explained. "I didn't have any money." 
"I figured as much. Where are your parents?" 


"Um... | don't have any. | live at the orphanage," Celeste said, feeling her 
cheeks warm with embarrassment. 


"Oh, | see. Well," Cheryl replied with a smile. "Next time watch where you're 
going so you don't get caught, heh heh. | have to go now, but I'll see you 
around, hon. Enjoy your meal." 


* KK 


To this day I have never forgotten her kindness, Celeste thought as she 
closed the locket again. How did someone like him get this, all the way out 
here? I have plenty of other questions, too. Well, I'll see what he has to say 

about this. Should | learn he stole this from her, then l'II finally repay my 
debt and kill him. 


Chapter 12: At Sword's Point 


i a 


Image: Paula Devereaux 
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Stephen sat down next to Terra in the waiting room of the hospital and 
buried his face in his hands. He suddenly want to weep. Everything had 
come crashing down in just a matter of hours and just when he thought it 
couldn't get any worse, fate had proven him wrong again. Lana 
Schwarzwind-Alexander, his usually happy and cheerful wife would never 
walk again, and odds were she would soon lose the ability to even use her 
hands. He knew if she were here, she'd be telling him to look at the bright 
side of things but Stephen was having difficulty finding it. 


| can't even fall back on the ‘at least she's not dead,’ point of view, he 
thought with dismay. She may as well be. What will life be like for her now? 
| don't know what I can do, what I should do to make things better. Do | let 
them operate and cripple her further now, or wait? 


"Stevie?" Cheryl asked gently. "What did he say?" 


"Um...| don't even know where to begin," he replied, his voice a hoarse 
whisper. "He said she's gonna live, and... and | just need to focus on that, 
okay? | need you all to focus on that, and help me keep focused on that or | 
am gonna lose it." 


"A-all right." 
"He said she may never walk again." 


Terra's mouth formed a perfect O. Neesa was still wiping her eyes, and 
Cheryl let out a sigh. She had subtly peeked into his mind, and saw that 
Stephen wasn't telling the whole truth about Lana's condition. She decided 
it was best to let things be. Everyone was trying to cope with Kyle's death 
and they all felt a very small measure of relief that Lana had cheated it, but 
Cheryl knew what they were thinking without even having to check the rest 
of their thoughts. Once again their lives had changed, and never for the 
better. 


"We just have to be strong, Stephen," she advised, her own eyes tearing up. 
"Be strong for her. We'll do whatever it takes to help." 


"Damn right," Terra replied. "We've got to stick together. It's the only way 
to keep from f-falling a-apart..." 


"Yeah. Thanks, everyone. Look, | think maybe you should go on home. We 
won't get to see Lana anytime soon, and we already know she's going to 
live. No point waiting around this depressing place," Stephen told them. 


"No, we stick together," Terra repeated with a little more confidence. "Only 
way we go home is if you come with us." She gave him a sad smile. "T-that's 
an order, you." 
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"Fine. Just let me speak to the desk nurse and give her my number." 
Kk 
"You first," Paula said to Mina. 
"No, you first," Mina replied with a venomous glare. 
"Petulant bitch." 
"Bossy whore." 


Santiago Dupre looked first at Paula, then Mina, and finally put his fingers 
between his lips and whistled loudly. "All right, ladies. You wanna play it 
that way? Fine. Here's what I've got. We're sitting on a rifter who came 

here just recently. Tall doctor type, like ol' Four Eyes. According to him, he 

came from that world Earth... you know, the one named after dirt." 


"She doesn't need to know everything, Agent Dupre," Mina snapped even 
as Paula raised an eyebrow. "That has no bearing on..." 


"Earth? That place was a wasteland by the time I came back." Paula said, 
cutting off the hot tempered SAVIOR leader. "I fail to see what that has to 
do with these bombings, unless you're saying the bomber is also from Earth 
and a possible rifter." 


"Well, we haven't gotten around to questioning him just yet," Santiago 
replied. "Your turn to trade, Paula." 


"I've already said everything | needed to say," Paula answered a little too 
quickly. 


"Not everything," he said casually. "For instance, what is the Runt really 
doing these days? Is he checking this out?" 


"Who cares," Mina interjected. "I'm more concerned with this bomber than 
that shitbag. Unless he's actually looking into that-" 


"No. He's doing something else, something that's not related to this." 


Sensing something was off about her former commander, Mina leaned in 
close. "That's a matter for me to decide, isn't it?" 


"It's not up for discussion," Paula said quietly. 


"Okay, you want to play fast and loose with me, fine. Agent Dupre, we're 
done here... what the hell?" 


Santiago gripped Mina's forearm and forced her back into her seat. "You 
might be done, but | ain't. Sit." 


Paula noted with interest that all was not well between the pair, but she 
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kept her opinions on that matter to herself. She wasn't sure if they had 
anything to help her with solving Kyle's murder and until she was, she 
decided that discretion was in order... at least for the time being. The look 
on Santiago's face told her that he was pained by Kyle's loss as well. "Tell 
me what you're sitting on and | may reconsider. I've given you all | have on 
this bomber already. He killed my grandson and put Kyle's sister in the 
hospital. | don't even know whether she is going to make it, but | do know | 
want this bastard to answer for his crimes. Now do you want to keep up 


this pissing match with me or do you actually want to do something about 
it?" 


Mina pulled her arm away from Santiago. "He calls himself Thermobaric." 
"A name. Well that's something," Paula replied. "Not much, though." 
"Oh, why don't you just kiss my ass?" 


"No thanks, hon. I'm really not into you, especially not enough to kiss you 
anywhere, being as | hate your fucking guts." 


Santiago rolled his eyes, then lightly slapped both of them on the back of 
their heads. "We have more. That rifter, remember?" 


Still rubbing the back of her head, Mina sucked air between her teeth. "No. 
She doesn't get that until | know what Raven is looking into." 


"He's languishing away in a cell somewhere. Happy?" Paula snapped, then 
glared at Santiago. "Hit me like that again and I'll make good on that threat 
| made earlier." 


"Stop bickering like a pair of hens fighting over an old rooster, then. What 
happened? He get pinched by Lexford Secret Police?" 


"No. Now that's all | intend to say on the matter of Raven. Is it enough?" 
"No," Mina said. 
"Yes," Santiago replied loudly. 


If looks could kill, Mina's would have disintegrated Santiago on the spot. 
"Your loyalty belongs to me, Agent Dupre!" 


"No. Not when it comes to matters of family," Santiago answered. 
"Meaning Kyle and Lana, of course. Not the Runt." 


"Of course," Paula chuckled. 
"Fine. This way. And Agent Dupre?" Mina said as she turned to go. 
"Yeah?" He replied. 
"Lam holding you responsible for this, if this mission ends up getting 
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botched because of your wagging tongue." 
"Ouch, oh poor me. I'll try to live with the burden." 


* k 


Celeste was still staring at the picture in the locket when there was a knock 
at her cabin door. She snapped it shut. "Yes?" 


"The prisoner is ready," Marissa replied. 
"Excellent. Send him in." 


Raven, now wearing his human form, entered, being led by Marissa. His 
hands were bound by a pair of steel manacles. He wore a white shirt, black 
pants, a blue sash for a belt and a pair of black leather boots. He felt as 
tired as he had ever been. Celeste looked up at him from her chair and 
nodded. 


"Remove those, Marissa. | have my sword handy should he try anything," 
she ordered. 


As Marissa moved to do as she was asked, Raven said, "I'm too damn tired 
to try anything. However, I'd like you to know something." 


A smile crossed Celeste's face. "What's that, scrub?" 
"Lam no one's property." 


"Are you brave or simply foolish? There's a fine line between the two." To 
Marissa she said, "Leave us. See to the repairs of the ship and inform me 
the moment they're completed." 


Once Marissa was gone, Celeste pointed to a velvet cushioned couch. 
Raven sat and immediately wished he hadn't. It was far too comfortable, 
and he wanted to sleep, wanted it more than anything he had ever wanted 
before in his life. The captain leaned back in her chair, propping her booted 
feet on the table. She held up the locket in her hand, giving Raven a clear 
view of it. 


"| want that back," he said sharply. 


"People in Hell want ice water, too. Tell me, where did you get this?" 
Celeste asked. 


"It was a gift." 


"Oh, I'm sure it was," she said simply. "I don't remember you giving me 
your name." 


"That's good, seeing as | didn't," Raven replied. 
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"Well then, let's rectify that. Name?" 


Whether it was his natural stubborness or his unwillingness to give any 
information to a perceived enemy, Raven didn't answer. He didn't even 
seem to respond when Celeste drew her sword. 


"| said | want your name!" 
"Raven Darkmoon." 


Rather than appease Celeste, the name seemed to infuriate her more. She 
jumped to her feet and pressed the keen edge of her blade to her prisoner's 
throat. He still didn't move. He just stared blankly at the wall of the cabin. "I 

don't believe in legends and myth. There's no such thing as Guardians." 


"Whatever. It doesn't change the fact | am who | said | was. And | want that 
locket back. Cheryl gave it to me." 


"Cheryl, huh?" the pirate said breathlessly. She pulled back for only a 
moment, but then pressed the sword to Raven's throat again. A trickle of 
blood fell onto the blade. "How do you know her? Why would she give 
something like that to you?" 


"That's easily answered. She's my wife." 


Chapter 13: Meeting The Rifter 


Image: Dr. Kyp Brady 


"You're lying," Celeste said. The sword she was holding to Raven's throat 
didn't waver. 


"Pull your head out of your ass," he replied. "Why would I lie about 
something | have no reason to?" 


She narrowed her eyes. "Thieves lie to save their own skin all the time." 


Suddenly Raven laughed. Celeste didn't like the sound. It sounded as if her 
prisoner were half-mad. Perhaps he was, suffering under a powerful 
delusion that he was a Guardian and that Cheryl, who was known for being 
popular with males Raku and human alike, was his wife. "You know, a 
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pirate calling me a thief is hilarious as hell." 


"Maybe you killed her, and took her locket," Celeste reasoned. She took the 
sudden flash of anger in his eyes as an admission of guilt. "Is that what 
happened?" 


"That's absurd. Read the goddamned inscription," Raven said. He went back 
to staring at the wall, not really caring if she believed him or not. He heard 
the locket being opened again. 


"To my Raven. We are always with you. All right, then, so who's the cub? If 

you're really a Guardian, you can't be her father. Guardians can't breed," 

Celeste said. She lowered her blade a little, and the look on her face was a 
warning not to try anything. 


"My daughter Terra. You must have been at sea a long time if you really 
don't know who | am. The elixir was fixed over three decades ago. Cheryl 
and | were married. She gave me the locket as a birthday gift not long after 
Terra was born. | promised her I'd always wear it," he explained. "Cheryl 
and | have been through a lot publicly. I'm surprised you don't seem to 
know anything about me." 


"News of the outside world rarely reaches us in Tanjibaar." 


Celeste sheathed her sword, then looked down at the locket in her hand. 
She closed it and tossed it onto the cushioned seat beside Raven. His hand 
closed around it, and not once did he look away from the wall. "What do 
you intend to do with me?" He asked. "I have no intention of remaining a 
prisoner, nor do | have any intention of bedding you." 


"Who says | want you to? Are you Guardians always so vain?" She asked 
with a hint of anger in her voice. That this male would even have the 
audacity to propose such a thing was ludicrous. "I have a husband and son 
already, whom | love dearly. I am not about to throw them away on 
someone like you." 


"My apologies," Raven replied. "I am just letting you know up front that | 
will not suffer you to lay a hand on what doesn't belong to you. | have 
pledged my body to Cheryl. | belong to her, and she is the only one | permit 
to touch me in that manner." 


"I don't like your insolent tone, cur. | don't much care for your ludicrous 
assumption, either." 
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"| don't give a fuck what you don't like," he said. "Like | said, | am letting 

you know up front what | am willing to put up with from you. Keep your 

hands to yourself and we won't have a problem. Now, are you going to 
answer my question?" 


Now it was Celeste's turn to laugh. "I find it funny that you think you'd have 
a chance should | decide to end your life, but even if | don't think much of 
your manners | do like your brass balls, so I'll throw you a bone. We sail for 
Tanjibaar as soon as the ship is made seaworthy. After that, we'll see." 


Satisfied for the time being, Raven felt his exhausted body relax, and he lay 
back on the couch. He closed his eyes but did not fall immediately into 
slumber. "How do you know Cheryl?" 


The pirate captain looked away. "She did something for me once." 


"Yeah, she does things for people all the time," he said sleepily. "Even when 
they mistreat her she always tries to help." 


Celeste remained quiet for a time. She wondered how the situation had 
fallen out of her hands so quickly. "A pox on all Guardians! After we get to 
Tanjibaar, I'll see about getting you back to her. After that, | will consider 

my debt to her repaid. | swear this on my honor as Captain. However..." 


"What?" 


"If | discover you've deceived me with your forked tongue | will not hesitate 
to kill you." 


Raven sighed and felt himself drifting off to sleep. "Fair enough." 


* k 


Cheryl tiredly followed her daughter and the rest of the group into her 
house. It had been decided that they would spend the night there. It made 
things easier when it came to any new developments concerning Lana's 
condition, and it was Terra who insisted that no one be alone right now. 
The grief was still keenly felt by all, but by Neesa and Stephen especially. 
Another reason for staying together was for Montague's sake. He had kept 
much of his grief and worry at bay by focusing on his boys, but Cheryl knew 
he could break down at any time. After all, Montague and Kyle were very 
close. 


"Jace, Rinn, come here," Terra said. "Daddy and | have to talk to you." 
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"Uh-oh," Jace said. "Are we in trouble again?" 


"No," Montague replied, looking to his wife. "Settle down. This is 
important." 


"Someone had to say goodbye," Rinn said mysteriously. "But it's a different 
kind of goodbye, right?" 


Terra looked shocked, but quickly recovered. Rinn had been saying strange 
things like that almost as soon as he could talk. Terra believed it was 
because he had some kind of special connection with the Vel'Faya, her 
mother. "That's right." 


"Listen, boys. When someone... says goodbye and it's the kind of goodbye 
where we won't see them for a while..." Montague tried to explain, but his 
words were cut off by Neesa. 


"What he's trying to... to say, ch-children, is that while Uncle Kyle loves all 
of us, he won't be c-coming... b-back..."" Neesa finished. She took a deep 
breath, then began sobbing. 


Rinn walked over to Neesa and put his arms around her. "Uncle Kyle still 
loves you, Auntie Neesa. He is happy you didn't get hurt." 


"How d-do you know..." 


"He just told me. He says he knows it hurts, but he doesn't want you to cry 
for him for too long," Rinn finished, and hugged her tighter. "He says he'll 
wait for you, and to stay with us until the pain of his passing doesn't hurt so 
much." 


Terra looked at Montague, who was looking back. Neither of them knew 
what to make of what the child said. Did you mention anything to him? 
Terra mouthed silently to her husband, who shook his head. "Rinn..." 


"I'm not making up stories, Mommy. Uncle Kyle said for me to tell Auntie 
Neesa so she would feel better," the child explained. "He doesn't like to see 
her hurting." Jace pat his brother on the arm for support. 


"Rinn does a lot of stupid stuff, but he doesn't fib," he said matter-of-factly. 
"He always tells the truth, even when we get in trouble. He never, ever 
fibs." 


Terra gave her sons a weak smile. "No, he doesn't. Come here." 
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She and Montague gave both boys a loving embrace, struggling with their 
own tears. A moment later they were joined by Neesa, then Stephen. 
Finally, Cheryl opened her arms wide and embraced them all. They would 
not have to face the terrible loss of their friend alone. They would draw on 
the strength of each other in the days to come. 


* k 


Paula recognized the new room she was in despite Mina having modified it. 
This room, with its lifeless grey walls and long black table in the center of 
the room had once served as Zero's briefing room. Gone now was the map 
screen and in its place was a single map. Paula deduced that Mina was at 
least serious about watching over Valladia; the map screen had contained 
maps of areas in other worlds the Shadow Hunters have been to but now 
only a map of Valladia remained. 


"No more excursions to other worlds, | take it?" She asked. 


"Valladia is my responsibility now. | don't have time to go jaunting off to 
other places," Mina replied curtly. "Here's the rifter Agent Dupre 
mentioned." 


Sitting across the table was a man with dark skin. He was wearing a ragged 
coat similar to the one Strom Schwarzwind once wore, and he did not look 
at all happy with where he was. Paula looked into his eyes and not only the 
anger there, but also courage. This man had come through hell to get 
where he was now. He had the same look as someone else that Paula had 
known from a while back. 


"Mr. Brady?" She said, nailing the name in an instant. It had been some 
time since she had last seen Marcus Brady. 


"Close. Dr. Brady. Marcus was my old man. With that long hair you must be 
Miss Devereaux." 


"That'd be correct." 


"Well, | guess my old man wasn't always so full of shit," Brady said. "He 
used to tell me all about you Shadow Hunters. | always thought he was 
drunk or something. None of those stories made sense. | guess you're some 
kind of immortal or something, am I right?" 


Paula smirked. "Not entirely. Just long-lived. Now if I can just-" 


63 


"And | suppose next you'll tell me he was one of you." 


"Not exactly. He was someone we used as a contact to put people in touch 
with us. Now, what can you tell-" She sighed loudly when he cut her off 
again. Paula Devereaux did not tolerate rudeness very well. 


"Figures. If it weren't for the zombies and the dragon dogs and the 
werewolves I'd say you were one of his drunken bimbos he pretended to 
pimp around. But as it stands now l'm having to reconsider everything he's 
ever told me." Brady said, his temper flaring and threatening to get the best 
of him. "He said you used to pay him. So does that mean you use Earth 
dollars or something?" 


"Be quiet," Mina ordered. "She's not here to answer your questions. You're 
here to answer ours." 


"Oooh," he said mockingly, holding his hands up in a gesture that could only 
be described as comical. "Scary. I am not answering any more of your 
questions. All | know is what I've told you... | used the box my father gave 
me, it opened up a hole and | ended up with the wolf people. Only there 
weren't just wolves there. Foxes and bears and lions and horses and who 
knows what else-" 


Paula had finally pieced the details of his arrival together. "Marcus Brady 
had a rifting device that was calibrated to take him to the home of the 
person he worked with. Since we didn't have a need for him after the rise 
of Lexford again, it wasn't recalibrated. That is a good thing Mr... Dr. Brady. 
Had you wound up in Lexford, odds are you would be dead. Yes, | paid your 
father with money confiscated from people I've killed on Earth." 


"Blood money," Brady spat. "And that's how he ended up putting me 
through medical school. That fucking figures. " 


"Well now, before you lose any sleep over that, each person I've killed I've 
done my homework on. They deserved death," Paula explained. "I tell you 
this because your father was a friend. | am sorry to hear he is no longer 

alive." 


"My father was a no-good, pimp wannabe. He wasn't even any good at 
that. Don't talk about him like he's some noble defender of justice or 
something. He was borderline criminal, and..." Suddenly he saw her eyes 
grow wide and felt himself being pulled forward. Paula had moved so 
quickly that he hadn't even seen anything but a blur when she grabbed his 
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collar. 


"You listen to me," she said breathlessly, "Your father may have played the 
buffoon but there was steel in him, that same steel | see in you. Whenever | 
needed him he could always be counted on to help and be of use to me. 
More than that, he was a friend and | don't care if you are his son. | will not 
stand here and listen to you disrespect him. Yes | gave him blood money for 
his services but he put that to good use. He didn't spend it on drugs or 
fleshly pleasures. No, he used it to put you through school so you could 
make something of yourself. He raised you-" 


"Wrong," Brady said, taking Paula's wrists and prying her hands from his 
shirt. "My mom raised me by herself. He wasn't around. There goes your 
‘knight in shining armor' theory, huh?" 


"He must have had his reasons," she replied softly. She didn't know what 
sort of problems Raven's former contact with the Company had, but right 
now she didn't care. All she knew was that this man had shown her the 
same courage his father had, only he didn't hide it. Paula was still 
pondering how to put him to use when Mina spoke. 


"| don't see how he fits into this puzzle, Paula." 


The blonde Shadow Hunter looked deeply into Brady's eyes, assessing his 
character and hoping she wasn't wrong about him. Most men who met that 
steely gaze either turned away from it or were so smitten with her beauty 
that they couldn't help but smile longingly. Brady did neither. "A doctor, 
huh? | have need of a doctor." 


Chapter 14: Blurry Lines 
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Image: Paula Devereaux 


It had been three days since the passing of Kyle Schwarzwind. The funeral 
had been a surreal event of sorts, because it was so unlike any other 
Valladian funeral. Having no priest available to perform the ceremony 
(being that Kyle had not only been seen as a terrorist but also because he 
had followed an alternative religion that was deemed unacceptable to 
conventional Valladian priests) Paula Devereaux had taken it upon herself 
to read scripture from a bible she had received years ago as a gift from 
Kyle's parents. The people who attended the funeral had no objections to 
this strange rite, as the only people there were close to Kyle and were used 
to doing things differently. 


"Lead me, O Lord, in thy righteousness because of mine enemies, Make thy 
way straight before my face. Kyle Schwarzwind died young, and though he 
was young he had many enemies. His struggle against them is now over, for 
he is no longer within the reach of them. He is now in the loving embrace of 
his spiritual Father, his God. We lay his body into the ground, though Kyle's 
spirit, and his memory lives on with those he left behind, his family and 
friends." 


While Paula read, Terra had seen two figures standing off in the distance. 
One was a tall, bearded man, nearly seven feet in height. The other was 
clearly a woman, with long flowing red hair. Realizing who they were, Terra 
frowned. She felt that this funeral was a private affair, for Kyle and those 
closest to him and that someone like Mina Bree had no right at all to 
attend. The instant Paula finished her reading and was seated beside her, 
Terra tapped her arm. 


"What are they doing here, Nana?" she whispered angrily. "Uncle Santiago | 
can understand, but why did he have to bring that... woman here? She 
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didn't even know Kyle." 


"Good question," Paula replied. "That's a damn good question. Let's find 
out." Before Terra could object, Paula stood and waved to the pair, 
motioning for them to join her. 


"Hey!" Terra said, a little loudly. "What are you doing? Don't call them over 
here!" 


"Terra, shh. Don't make a scene." 
"But..." 


Terra, again finding herself with no time to object, simply glared at Mina 
when she seated herself beside Paula. Now it wasn't only Terra who 
seemed upset at their presence but Cheryl and Montague too. Neither 
wanted to disturb the somber occasion, however. Paula thanked her 
goddess silently that they held their peace. 


"My condolences on your loss," Mina said simply. 


"Thank you. Why are you here?" Paula replied, wasting no time. She was 
already on her family's bad side as it was, and the last thing she wanted was 
to have them think she was friendly with this woman. 


"Santiago wanted to pay his respects." 
"Then he should have come alone." 


Mina nodded, as if Paula's response was to be expected. "Not to intrude on 
this private affair, but where did you stash him?" 


"Who?" Paula asked as she watched Montague and Stephen rise. The two 
young men had been elected to serve as pallbearers and they were ready to 
carry their friend's remains to the grave site. 


"You know who. Stop playing games." 


"One moment," Paula said, catching Montague's glance. She met his 
disapproving stare with one of her own, willing him not to cause trouble. 
He sighed and shook his head at her, then went to tend to his duty. "A lot of 
people here aren't happy to see you today, Mina, myself included. You 
weren't a part of Kyle's life like we were, nor was he a part of yours. If all 
you wanted was to ask me questions that have absolutely nothing at all to 
do with him or his death you could have waited until tomorrow." 


"| doubt they'd ever be happy to see me," Mina replied. "Today is just as 
good as any and time is a factor. Well?" 


"I've questioned Dr. Brady at length and he knows nothing about 
Thermobaric. He is, however, a very skilled surgeon with a vast amount of 
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medical knowledge." 
"Not good enough." 


"There are a lot of things going on right now. They aren't all connected to 
Thermobaric, you know," Paula whispered. "Now hush for a few minutes. 
Show some respect." 


Mina did as she asked, waiting until after the family and friends were 
preparing to leave before speaking again. "I must applaud your efforts." 


"Veiled sarcasm? | would have thought that beneath you," Paula said. She 
didn't move to join her family when they rose to go home. She resolved to 
join them later that evening. For now, she needed to be away from them 
for a while. She needed a break from the shame she felt when she was with 
them. The more she thought about things, the more unclear they were 
becoming. Never in her life had her path been clouded as it was now. "Kyle 
followed a different God than we do here on Valladia. | thought what | did 
was sadly inadequate for one of his faith. I'm not really what you'd call a 
spiritual person." 


"And you still play games. | meant your efforts in evading my question, not 
your presiding over the funeral, which was as good as it could have gone, in 
my opinion." 


"I am well aware of what you meant, and it's not my first. I've had to bury a 
lot of loved ones, friends and family alike over the centuries," Paula said 
stiffly, ignoring Mina's small compliment. "I don't have him stashed 
anywhere. He's at a house | own here in Trystania. | own a fair amount of 
property." 


Mina huffed impatiently. "Where?" 


"Somewhere you won't be able to find him," Paula finished. "I have more 
need of him than you do. He is taking care of a patient." 


"Ah, that wouldn't be Mrs. Schwarzwind, would it? Kyle's mother?" 
"It would." 
"A pity she couldn't attend her son's funeral today," Mina said sincerely. 


"Neither of Kyle's parents could. Raven was his godfather, and he couldn't 
either," Paula replied, trying hard to ignore that deep stab of pain in her 
chest. After all, she was largely the reason for his absence. "At least his 

godmother Cheryl was here. She was the reason | read from his holy book. 

It totally slipped my mind that Kyle was not a native Valladian and that he 
was Christian in his beliefs. She wanted to be sure | gave him the proper 

eulogy befitting his faith." 
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"Well, give my best to the family, Paula. | doubt they'd want it, but do 
convey my sympathies." 


"Sure. | suppose | can do that much for you." 


* k 


Santiago Dupre, though he was sitting beside Mina, had not uttered a word 

during the exchange between Mina and their former Chief. It wasn't that he 

didn't have anything to say in defense for himself; he had plenty to voice on 
that subject. However, he doubted anyone would believe him. Everyone 
thought he was a sellout and he supposed to some degree, he was, but he 
also loved Kyle too. He would put up with a few hours of shame if only to 

pay his last respects to the young man, cut down in his prime by a car 
bomb. 


Always thought it'd be something he made that woulda done him in, he 
thought as he watched his son follow Stephen Alexander to the coffin 
where Kyle's remains lay. Instead it was some frigging bastard out to make 
a name for himself. A good kid like Kyle, killed by ano name lowlife. He was 
Montague's best friend, too. | guess that's why they asked him to be a 
pallbearer. This whole affair stinks. 


He gave Mina and Paula a quick glance when they stopped talking. 


And you two need to put your big ass egos aside and help me find the guy 
who killed that kid, he thought angrily. /t ain't about who's best or who can 
do a better job. Am I the only one who sees that? I bet if the Runt were here, 
he'd agree with me. We should be working together. Maybe it was a 
mistake to leave. Thinking back, | could have done some things differently. 
Revenge on the Runt wasn't nearly as fulfilling as | thought it would be, and 
l even lost Shaya. That cost me a lot and it wasn't even worth the price. 


No one greeted Santiago when they saw him. No one said a word to him, 
even as they rose to go home. He couldn't blame them. He had played a 
part, however small, in the downfall of Lexford and had hurt some of the 
people here with his actions, actions he was regretting more with each 
passing day. Cheryl had given him a brief nod to acknowledge his presence, 
but that was all he received. 


And then there's Lucrecia. From what I understand she's in a coma or 
something, and doesn't even know her son is dead. And what about Lana 
and Strom? | heard Lana was with Kyle when it happened, and that she's at 
death's door too. This is gonna kill old Four Eyes and Luc. Well, at least 
Lucrecia is being taken care of, according to the Chief. | guess that doc was 
one of them whatchamacallits... blessing in disguise. Things can't possibly 
get much worse, even for us. No where to go but up now. 
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* k 


"Tell you what I should have done," Terra said angrily. "I should have told 
them off!" 


It was nearing evening, and as hotblooded as Terra was, she was still going 

on about the events that had transpired that morning at the funeral. It was 

clear she was very upset at Mina's presence there and even more upset at 

Santiago for bringing her. Cheryl sighed and shook her head. Her daughter 
could go on for days when she had a bee in her bonnet. 


"I'm glad you didn't. It would have been disrespectful to Kyle. Now calm 
down," she said. "I wasn't happy about it either, but it was better for 
everyone that the funeral didn't become a travesty just because of our 
personal feelings about that female. You know Kyle deserved our best." 


"| guess you're right," Terra replied. "Still, | don't know why Uncle Santi 
insisted on bringing her. He's acting like a dog when he's chasing after a 
fucking bitch in heat." 


"Terral" 


"What? It's the truth. That's what he's acting like, like he's sniffing around 
and just reveling in her scent." 


"Well, that may be, but please watch your language around your cubs. 
Jeez," Cheryl said. "Jace is already saying some things he shouldn't. To tell 
you the truth, I'm surprised his first word wasn't an obscenity of some kind. 
Now, let's see what we can dig up for dinner. Monty and Stephen will be 
very hungry when they get back since they offered to stay behind and help 
dig the grave." 


"Yeah. You know, Nana's not much better. Won't say a thing about what 
she's doing or whether or not she's looking into it or... " Terra began 
digging around in the refrigerator. "Hey, here we go. We can make some 
beef stew." 


"That sounds good. Look in there and see what | have in the way of veggies. 
| may have to make a quick trip to market if we're going to make enough for 
everyone," Cheryl said. "And go easy on your grandma. Kyle's death hit her 
pretty hard too. You should have seen her when | reminded her to read 
from Lucrecia's holy book. She looked completely lost for a few minutes. 
Talk about a scary feeling. Paula's the one | always figured had her act 
together and couldn't be surprised by anything, but she forgot about that.." 


"Yeah? How do you know... oh, right. Vel'Faya. | keep forgetting," Terra 
replied. "Nah, we're good on veggies, and we can reheat the leftover 
meatloaf from yesterday. | might head out in a few minutes and get us 
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some soda but we're okay on the rest." 
"All right. It sounds like we've got a meal," Cheryl agreed. 
"Mom?" 
"Yes, honey?" 
"What do you think Dad's doing right now?" Terra asked. 


"Oh, you know your father. He's probably taking it easy, schmoozing up to 
his target and lulling them into a false sense of security before screwing up 
their little objectives," Cheryl answered with a nervous laugh. "Who knows? 
Maybe he's on his way home now and we'll see him before long." 


"| dunno. | wouldn't bet on that." 


"Yeah," Cheryl replied softly. "Me neither, really." 


* K k 


The cabin was very dark, and Raven Darkmoon sensed rather than saw the 
hand nearing his face. He quickly grasped the wrist and gave it a slight twist 
with just enough pressure to cause a little pain and discomfort. 


"If you've heard stories about me, Captain, then you should already know | 
don't take kindly to people sneaking up on me while I'm sleeping." 


Celeste gave him a smirk, then broke free of the painful grip with ease. 
"This is my ship. I don't have to sneak anywhere. I came here as a courtesy. 
You've been asleep for nearly three days." 


Raven sat up groggily. Sleep wasn't helping him. He always woke up feeling 
more wearied than he did before drifting off, and he was barely eating. "I 
apologize, Captain. It would seem I've forgotten my manners back in the 

Nightlands." 


"That's better. Eat a little. We dock soon." 
"And then?" 


"I haven't forgotten your situation, nor our agreement," Celeste replied. 
"One step at a time, Guardian. Surely one with your abilities and longevity 
can afford a little more patience." 


"I no longer have any abilities and as for the longevity you speak of, well... if 
| can make it back home before dropping dead no one will be more 
surprised than me." 


"I never heard of the great Raven Darkmoon letting an enemy in on his 
weaknesses before," she said with a chuckle. 
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"| don't see any enemies here," Raven replied, then stifled a yawn. "Maybe 

| shouldn't trust those instincts, though. Lately I'm having trouble telling the 

difference between friend and foe. I'm going to have to rethink some things 
when | get back." 


Celeste smiled in the dark. "There's an old Raku saying that fits your 
particular situation, or at least | think it does. Achinos la sabrei bintina; 
Achineds la sabrei so tono." 


It had been a long time since Raven had heard old Raku spoken at length. 
He didn't return the smile. "Friends you have to buy; enemies you get for 
free. Yeah, I'd say that fits pretty well." 


"Rather odd. | didn't think Guardians were permitted to have friends, what 
with all the secrets they have to keep." 


"Secrets..." Raven said, mostly to himself. He cleared his throat. "Things 
have changed since the old days. Guardians are more approachable now 
than they have been. For the gods' sake, what am I doing? You should get 
out more. Your information is laughably outdated." He instantly regretted 
his words when Celeste shoved the tip of her blade under his nose. 


"Now, see, | am trying to be sociable but | don't take kindly to people who 

make fun of me on my own ship," she said. "I'd suggest you remember to 

whom you're speaking, my friend. With a simple command | can have you 

thrown overboard and fed to the great white sharks that prowl this area. 

The only reason | haven't done so already is because you're allegedly the 
mate of someone | owe a great deal to." 


"Very well," he replied after a moment. "I apologize if I've offended." 


"Accepted," she remarked, then sheathed her sword. "But take care you 
watch your tongue in the future, lest | forget my debt and throw you 
overboard anyway." 


"So here's a question, if | may ask it," Raven said, then proceeded to ask it 
anyway before she could even reply. "Why is Tanjibaar so remote? Surely 
you must know some of the things going on in the outside world." 


"We keep to ourselves. What goes on in the rest of Valladia doesn't interest 
us. Tanjibaar is a sovereign nation unto herself," Celeste explained, 
choosing to ignore the rudeness of her guest this time. "We support 
ourselves by raiding seafaring vessels and through the fishing trade." 


"Piracy, in other words." 


"You're oversimplifying it," Celeste replied with a sigh. "We have our own 
code. We only take what we need, and we always leave enough so that the 
crews aren't endangered. We have never put the sword to women or 
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children, and we don't raid private vessels unless we're sorely in need of 
supplies. If the crew cooperates, then we send them on their way after 
we've taken what we need." 


"| guess you do what you have to, to survive." 


"Yes," she said. "That's a particularly rare trait you display for a human, not 
being judgmental of how we support ourselves." 


"Let's just say while | don't entirely approve, | do understand the concept 
well," Raven replied. "Survival is something | am very familiar with, and 
doing what | have to to insure it. However, much like you | have a line | 

don't cross, even if it means my death in the process, or at least | used to." 


"That line... | remember reading that Guardians upheld honor and justice 
when I was a cub." 


"While that was true once, | doubt it is anymore," he said, lying back on the 
pillows once more. "Like all your other information, it's hopelessly 
outdated." 


Chapter 15: Pirate Town Tanjibaar 


Image: Celeste Dumonte 


Kyp Brady found that Valladia wasn't much different from Earth, or at least 
it wasn't much different from his part of it. From what he had seen of the 
landscape of the city of Trystania, it looked a lot like New York, but there 

were some key differences. The closer one got to the center of the city, the 
more regal the surroundings. The reason for this was because the Grand 
Palace was located in the very center, along with what Kyp thought of as 

"the uptown" residences. Trystania reminded him of some of the cities he 

had seen when he traveled to other continents once upon a time. All cities 
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had similarities with each other but culture and other factors governed 
their differences. Here it was like visiting many different countries 
conveniently placed in a single cityscape. 


And that's just this one, he thought as he checked the machine beside the 
bed where his patient slept. This Devereaux woman has a lot of influence 
and power, to get this heart monitor and other expensive medical 
equipment. She also said she could probably obtain whatever else | needed 
to make sure this woman survives. I'm still having trouble processing all of 
this. This world's technology is quite impressive, and is a far cry from what | 
pieced together from the old man's stories he told about this place. 


He looked at the blood pressure indicator, marked clearly in large green 
numbers. 


One-oh-seven over sixty-eight, he thought, and wrote it in the notebook he 
kept. Better than yesterday, but still a little low. She's lost an awful lot of 
blood, and the intravenous tubes are barely keeping her nutrients up. l'm 

more worried about this coma she appears to be in. No damage to her head 

that I can tell. Maybe I should see if Devereaux can get an MRI machine so | 
can tell for certain. Why she didn't put this lady in an actual hospital is 
beyond me. Devereaux said they have them here but- 


He felt the cell phone the Shadow Hunter had given him vibrate in his 
pocket, so he quickly took it out and answered it. "Yes?" 


"Any change in her condition, Doctor?" Paula asked on the other end. 


"Her blood pressure is improving, but... wait a minute," he said, quickly 
exiting the bedroom and closing the door behind him. He didn't want to 
shock his patient should she somehow still be able to hear what he had to 
say. "Her BP is still a little low but it has been improving steadily. How did 
the funeral go?" 


"How the hell do you think it went?" Paula replied, her tone of voice 
indicating that she thought the question was a ridiculous one. "Funerals are 
always sad occasions. | certainly didn't go to celebrate the fact my grandson 

died." 


"Well, that's the last time I try to make conversation with you. Since you 
don't seem to enjoy exchanging pleasantries, I'll get right to the point. 
When do you plan on letting me go? Or are you? Like | tried to tell you 

before, | know nothing about the killer you're looking for, and that other 
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doctor had pretty much done everything needed for your friend to 
recover." 


There was a moment of silence. Kyp thought Paula had disconnected, but 
she hadn't. "Bailing out on me would be a bad idea. A very bad idea." 


So much for civility, Kyp thought, then decided he had been pushed far 
enough. It was time Miss Devereaux found out who she was dealing with. "I 
have a patient here, and I'm not leaving without giving her the proper care 
she needs. Who the hell do you take me for? Now, | don't know about you, 
but my old man used to say you people always upheld storybook ideals like 
honor and justice and all that happy horseshit. Personally, | think you're an 
arrogant bitch, myself." 


"Mm-hm. That word gets bandied about a lot when it comes to me." 
"Arrogant?" Kyp asked. 


"Bitch," Paula clarified. "I'm very used to being called that, even by my own 
family, though I'd like you to tell me why you seem to think I'm arrogant." 


"Just saying you're not the only person who holds to her principles, like you 
seem to think. My Hippocratic oath prevents me from bailing out, as you 
put it. As a doctor with a patient, I'm committed to my duties. | just wanted 
to know the plan for me, afterwards. If you're planning to kill me, if you're, 
God forbid, gonna let me go, or just keep me here as your own little 
personal medic. | honestly don't give a damn, but | do want to know. | think 
I am owed at least that. Regardless of the answer, I'm still looking after 
your friend, so you can curb the threats." 


There was another brief moment of silence followed by a somewhat 
humbled Paula. "Your father may have told you that my sword is not meant 
for friends." 


"Yeah, he did, but I'm not your friend." 


"Your father was, and that goes a long way with me. so listen up. You take 
care of the woman in that bed to the very best of your ability, Doctor, and | 
will count you as such. You are free to come and go as you please, as long 
as that single condition is met. You're not my prisoner, but you are 
someone | need right now. Healing, after all, is not my area of expertise; it's 
yours, and you've done nothing to warrant death by my hand. I am not a 
killer of innocent people. Oh and one more thing," Paula said. 
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"Yes?" 


"| do not enjoy making you do something against your will," Paula said 
softly. "Believe me, I know what that's like. I also don't like taking 
advantage of your very unfortunate circumstances, so let me say this... you 
take good care of Lucrecia, Doctor, and l'Il take good care of you." 


"Take care of me?" Kyp asked, turning her words over in his head. "How?" 


"I'll help you survive here, for starters. Valladia may look a lot like your 
Earth, but it's far more dangerous sometimes." 


"Oh. | guess that'll have to do, won't it? It's not like | have a choice anyway, 
right?" 


"Your father must have also mentioned to you that while | am many things, 
the one thing | am not is a liar," Paula said. "I will take care of you as | would 
any of my friends, but steel in you be damned, my friendship with your 
father be damned, | advise you of this: do not presume too much of my 
good nature. Let's take this one step at a time. Scratch my back, and I'll 
scratch yours." 


* k k 


Kage Masamune glared at the cell phone in his hand. His long years of 
training with Shinra had taught him both patience and restraint, and yet 
somehow Paula, a woman he loved deeply and had thrown away his entire 
world for, was testing both. 


"Still not answering, huh?" Janine asked quietly. "After seeing the news 
about Kyle Schwarzwind I figured she wouldn't be back for a while, but I 
can't figure out why she doesn't check her voicemail or if she does, why she 
doesn't return our calls." 


"Grief, | suppose," Kage said. However, he sensed that wasn't the only thing 
on Paula's mind, or even the most important one. He had been in Paula's 
study and had seen the calendar she was using to keep track of something, 
an important date she had marked on it which was still a week away. He 
still didn't know what would happen on that date, because Paula hadn't 
mentioned it to him. "You know how she gets when it comes to showing 
how vulnerable she is. Probably doesn't want us worrying about her." 


"Yeah but..." 
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"But that's exactly what's happening when she doesn't talk to us about 
things, | know," Kage finished. 


"So, what should we do?" Janine asked. 


"We'll wait one more day, and if she doesn't call or come back or let us 
know somehow that she's all right, we'll fly out to Trystania and see what's 
going on for ourselves." 


"I think she'll be really mad if we did that." 


"Oh, I am one step ahead of you on that. | know she'll be," Kage replied. 
"But as of this moment, she won't be the only one." 


* k 


Raven followed the crew of the Sea Queen after the elegant ship had pulled 
into port. From what he could tell, Tanjibaar was a tiny town, one of many 
blink-and-you'll-miss-it coastal cities that littered the southern coasts of 
Valladia's mainland. Though Raven had been to many places during his 
illustrious career as a Shadow Hunter, he had never been to this particular 
village. It was clear to him that Valladia's governments have never visited it, 
either. There were no paved roads or train tracks, and from what he could 
tell no one seemed to own any vehicles except for seafaring vessels. 


"Captain Celeste Dumonte of the Sea Queen," Celeste stated suddenly. It 
appeared she was identifying herself to a pair of men who apparently had 
the job of making sure nothing illegal was coming in or out of Tanjibaar. 


"Cargo to declare?" one of the men asked. 


"Silk fabrics from Belwar, Tarminian jewelry and a prisoner." She pointed to 
Raven, who didn't react at all to the use of the term prisoner. 


"We can sell the silks and jewelry. As for your guest, maybe we can put him 
to work. Identify yourself, prisoner," the other man said. The scowl he wore 
told Raven he wasn't happy with seeing a new face. 


"He calls himself Rav-" Celeste started to say, then looked at her 
companion with surprise when he cut her off. 


"Connor Barrow of Trystania," Raven's voice had a new northern accent the 
Raku captain had never heard from him. He sounded almost as if he had 
grown up in the northern swamplands, mild mannered and gentlemanly 

with a somewhat simple upbringing. He didn't sound at all like he did when 
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they spoke on her ship. "Just an unlucky bloke who was at the wrong place 
at the wrong time when this little lady came a-knockin’. | daresay it fucked 
up my vacation, | can tell ya that." 


There was laughter from the guards. "By Nala's tail fins, Captain, where'd 
you dig up this feckin' hillbilly?" 


Celeste recovered enough from the shock to answer. "I found him in the 
Nightlands." 


"Whatever were you doing all the way out there?" 


"We ran aground and had to make emergency repairs. We found him when 
we went ashore to secure our position and to make certain we weren't in 
danger," she explained. "Now, if that's all, I'd like to go to my husband and 

son. I've been away for a long time." 


"Ah, yes, of course." Both guards stood aside to allow Celeste and her crew 
to pass, but when it came time for Raven to follow them, they blocked him 
off with drawn swords. "Not you." 


"Allow him to pass, please," Celeste requested. "He has been very 
entertaining up to this point." 


"But-" 
"I'll assume full responsibility with the Council." 


"Yes, Captain," the guard replied, then shoved Raven. "Don't do anything to 
make the Captain look bad, you fuckin’ bumpkin, or I'll feed you your 
entrails." 


"Yeah yeah," Raven muttered as he followed Celeste and her friends into 
the pirate town. 


Chapter 16: Palaver 
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Image: Raven Darkmoon, AKA Connor Barrow 


One more week before | can finally end this, Paula thought as she turned 
her cell phone off. Just one more week of lying to everybody,... | just hope | 
can take it. It's very hard to lie to the people you love and who trust you to 

have their best interests at heart. Well, at least | got Lucrecia out of that 

hell, but at what cost? | wonder if anyone will ever trust me again? 


She decided she needed a quick shower before heading back out again. 
Evening was fast approaching, and she wanted to check in with Cheryl, 
Terra and the others before calling it a day. She was shampooing her long 
blonde hair when a fresh wave of grief hit her. The force of it was so hard, 
the realization of what she had lost and what she still stood to lose so 
powerful and sudden that she sat on the floor of the shower stall, letting 
the hot water cascading over her mingle with the tears running down her 
face. 


Ah, well, she thought. l'm able to cry for Kyle and Lana after all. Well, 
Sangaa be praised. | was getting a mite concerned for a while there, heh. 


It took her a few minutes to get her head together. It took more time than 

she liked, and she was beginning to wonder if it was really the Schwarzwind 

twins she grieved, or her own precarious (and now most assuredly ruined) 
relationship with her son and his family. 


| don't know anymore. | don't know what's the right thing to do or if | did it, 
or... 


She dried herself quickly, almost angrily. She had no idea why, but she was 
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becoming very pissed with herself. 


Why the fuck am | feeling guilty about Kyle's death and Lana being hurt? It's 
not like | did that to them. | wasn't even in Trystania when it happened. | 
was at home with Kage and Janine. 


She sat on the bed and pulled on a pair of worn jeans and was in the middle 
of slipping on her shoes when she realized why she felt that way. 


It's because you could have done something years ago, when the bombings 

first started, and yet you didn't. You were content to retire and allow Mina 

Bree to accept your responsibility, and it's not the only time you skipped out 
on your responsibilities, is it? 


The last thought had been in her late ex-husband's voice, that of Lucas 
Krauser, former Shinra agent turned Imperial general. Paula was smart 
enough to know it wasn't really him speaking to her, but that didn't make 
her feel any better. You weren't around to stop Styphon from assuming the 
throne of Lexford, either. The Empress, the hope of the world, dethroned 
after only a few years. All the work | did, all the people I've killed and 
betrayed, you made all of that meaningless because you ran off and 
resigned your position. 


"Honestly, Lucas," Paula muttered to herself as she began brushing her wet 
hair in broad strokes, looking into the small bathroom mirror overlooking 
the sink. "I never liked that high horse you always seemed to be sitting on." 


Yes, | expected that. Deflect the subject and come back with that tone of 
yours. That's how you seem to cope when reality comes up and slaps you in 
the face. The truth is, you allowed the same thing that happened to Raven 
to happen to you. You let your love for that man Kage keep you from doing 
your duty. The only difference is, Raven's feelings for Cheryl strengthened 
their bond. All yours have done is doom everyone to living under Odiron's 
rule. It's too late now, so go ahead and enjoy what you threw everything 
away for, Paula. Enjoy what you threw your duty, your honor and your 
Empress away for. Enjoy what you threw me away for. 


Paula looked into the mirror again, then let out a scream and punched it as 
hard as she possibly could. 


* k 


Montague Dupre could sense the agitation within his friend Stephen 
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Alexander even as they worked. The two young men, being the closest to 
their friend, the now deceased Kyle Schwarzwind, had elected to stay 
behind and dig the grave after the funeral. Stephen tackled the job with an 
intensity rarely seen, tossing shovelfuls of dirt at a much greater pace than 
Monty himself. After breaking ground it was fairly easy for Stephen, who 
had developed a healthy layer of muscle working n Trystania's silver mines. 


" Hey. " 


Stephen didn't seem to hear his friend as he tossed another pile of dirt out 
of the hole that would end up as Kyle's final resting place. 


"Hey, Stephen, slow down, man." 


"| just want to hurry and get this done," Stephen answered while continuing 
to work. 


"Yeah. Any new word on Lana?" Monty asked. "I mean-" 
"Don't know." 
"No calls from the doc?" 


Stephen stopped long enough to mop his sweaty brow with an old 
bandanna he kept in his back pocket. "Plenty. Each one is just more of the 
same... make a decision. | don't mind telling you... | honestly don't want to 
make that call, on whether Lana becomes a quadriplegic now or later. Your 

turn." 


"Well," Monty started, picking up the mattock to resume the task at hand. 
"Have you thought about it?" 


"Thought about it plenty," Stephen answered. "You know she's not at risk 
for infection, so that buys her some time but it keeps coming back to me. 
What if..." 


"What?" 


"| keep thinking what if they remove that piece of shrapnel and it ends up 
killing her?" 


"Wait... that's a possibility?" 


"| don't know. There's also the possibility that no matter what decision | 
make, no matter what fate | sentence her to, she's going to hate me for it. 
What would you do, if that was Terra in that bed? How would you go about 
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it?" 


Montague took a few minutes to think about the question as he chiseled 
away with the mattock. By now he had to jump into the hole to dig any 
deeper. "Honestly, | don't think | could make a decision like that, not 
without Uncle Raven and Aunt Cheryl having their say about it." 


"Well, those two aside, how would you handle it?" 
"| guess I'd do whatever it takes to keep her alive." 


Stephen waited until Montague was out before jumping in himself to 
remove the last foot of moist earth. "Interesting word, alive. Basically it just 
means keeping them breathing. All the things that make life worth living... 
they aren't needed if all you'd want is to keep her alive. | think about that, 
Monty, and | wonder if maybe it would have just been a mercy if Lana had 
gotten killed along with Kyle. Neesa, she's the lucky one." 


"What the... why would you say something like that!" Monty asked, willing 
himself not to be angry with his friend. "She lost her husband." 


"That's right, she did, and the only decision she had to make was where to 
bury him. Okay, | think we can lower him in now." 


"It's not easy for her, either, man." 


"Never said it was... only easier." 


* k 


Raven followed Captain Celeste down one of Tanjibaar's many mazelike 
streets. He watched her reaction to his introduction to the guardsmen and 
took note of it. He was pretty good at reading a woman's body language 
and so he was not surprised when she turned on him the instant they were 
completely alone. He allowed himself to be pushed back. 


"Connor Barrow, eh?" she asked, and Raven could see in the moonlight that 

she was admonishing herself for trusting him. "Raven Darkmoon, indeed. | 

should have known there were no such things as Guardians. Nothing more 
than fairy tales and nonsense." 


"| lied to them," Raven said simply, reverting to his original accent. "Not to 
you. After all, you saw the inscription in the locket, right?" 


"For all | know you really are a thief. Well, it won't matter anyway come 
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morning. The Council will decide your fate and the little problem of who 
you are won't matter," Celeste replied. 


"And when do | go home?" 


"That is up to them, not me. The only reason you're not locked up right now 
is because of who you are," she said with a harsh laugh. "I mean, who you 
say you are. With no way of proving that aside from a piece of jewelry 
then..." 


"You have a family." 


"Yes, a husband and son. I... is this a threat?" Celeste asked, her hand 
quickly dropping to the sword on her hip. "If | don't let you go home? You 
should know, outlander, | do not suffer those without retaliation, especially 
not ones aimed at my family." 


"No," Raven answered. The weakness he felt since he was a prisoner in the 
Nightlands was beginning to overtake him again. Every step felt as if his legs 
were made of lead, and he hoped he would be permitted to sleep again 
soon. However, he was determined not to reveal either of these facts to 
Celeste. "Not a threat. You've been away from them a while, yes?" 


She paused, then relaxed her stance and continued walking. "Yes. It would 
seem I've revealed too much of myself to you, and so now you have some 
leverage. Rather, you think you do." 


"Not at all. | am only saying that | know what it's like to be away from your 
family for a long time." 


"Guardians do not have families." 
"| explained that on the ship." 


"You told me a fine story, aye," Celeste replied. "You will go home when 
and if the Council allows it. | regret ever setting foot in the Nightlands and 
bringing you with me. If | had any sense | would have left you there with 
your gut slit open. You've been nothing but a plague to me, a curse upon 
my heart since | met you." 


"Yeah, | get that," Raven said with a chuckle. "I have that effect on lots of 
people." 


"Iam bound by honor to repay my debts. That is the only reason you still 
live, for Cheryl's sake. You should thank her for every minute you continue 
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to draw breath. As for me, | am still no closer to determining the truth 
about you." 


"| told you the truth. If everyone knew who | am, then it could endanger my 
family," Raven explained, then took a gamble. "I'm a wanted man." 


"Aye?" Celeste replied, and Raven knew she thought he was telling another 
lie. "Wanted? By whom?" 


"What's the point of telling you? You 've already decided you won't believe 
a thing | say. All of this aside, | have no intention of staying here, and | sure 
as hell have no intention of becoming a prisoner again." 


"Again, that is up for the Council to decide. I'm more interested in that 
strange ability you possess. How is it you can shift from a human form to 
that of a Raku? That's never been done, not by any Guardian. Halfbloods, 
sure, but no Guardian. | may not believe in them, but | am well acquainted 

with their legends and lore, and | am certain all the stories I've heard of 

Raven Darkmoon have never mentioned that ability." 


"That's a more recent thing," Raven answered. "A gift from your lord 
Omeru. Though | doubt you believe that, either." 


"Aye, but of course. We're so backward here in our little no account village, 
so naive and gullible that we believe anything outsiders like you tell us. 
Come, storyteller. Our time together draws to a close. We are here." 


Raven looked at the building in front of them. It was much larger, much 
more grand than the various small houses in the rest of the tiny fishing 
village. "I meant what | said about not being taken prisoner, Captain." 


"We will see. Don't make trouble, and | will do what | can for you... to repay 
my debt. In the meantime, let me offer you a little comfort. Here in 
Tanjibaar we do not believe in senseless violence. We do not kill needlessly. 
See to it we have no reason to kill you and you'll be all right." 


The domain of the Council of Tanjibaar did not look anything like what 
Raven had imagined. He expected an overly-decorated hall with expensive 
trappings, but in truth it was simple with only enough decoration to remind 
visitors that it was a meeting hall for the town's leaders. As much as he 
didn't want to, Raven had to admit that as far as people having their shit 
together went, Tanjibaar was at the top of the list. 


"Captain Dumonte, unless this is a matter that cannot wait, we were about 
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to recess for the evening," A woman decked in an assortment of colors said 
the instant they entered the hall. The outfit looked much too regal and 
official and Raven thought she might have overdone it a little with the 
fanciful apparel. "Who's he?" 


There was a curt nod from the Raku pirate. "High Councilor Leowyn, this is 
a prisoner | had no choice but to bring to you." 


Raven noted that Celeste did not seem pleased to see Leowyn. He reasoned 

that Celeste, being captain of her own ship, wasn't keen on having to report 

to someone else about what she felt should be her own business. After all, 
he was her prisoner, picked up by her crew. 


"And why did you bring him here to Tanjibaar?" Leowyn asked, and Raven 
discovered something interesting. The woman had an air of self 
importance, as if she enjoyed her position of power. He supposed there 
was nothing wrong with that, but the woman's overall attitude was 
condescending and bordering on rude, and he didn't much care for people 
of that nature. 


Celeste appeared to be insulted by the question. Raven noticed the brief 
glimmer of anger on her face before the pirate answered, "I suppose | could 
have left him to die in the Nightlands, but that goes against my personal 
code of honor, High Councilor. Besides, he's able-bodied and of sound 
mind. | thought perhaps you'd have a use for him here." 


"| see. A moment please, Captain," Leowyn replied, then turned to speak to 
the rest of the Council. She didn't seem to have any more interest in either 
Celeste or her prisoner. 


"Well, now," Raven whispered to Celeste. "Is that all you plan to tell her?" 


"It's all she needs to know, as far as I'm concerned," she replied. "Now 
hush." 


It seemed like an eternity before Leowyn finished discussing the fate of the 
prisoner with her fellow Councilors. Finally she turned back to them. "We 
have made our decision, Captain." 


Celeste didn't seem to show any emotion at all. "Yes?" 


"Put him to work on the fishing vessels. There he may eventually earn his 
freedom." 
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"Yes, High Council-" Celeste began, but was cut off by her prisoner. 


"And how long will that be?" Raven asked in his faked northern accent. 
"Meaning no disrespect, ma'am, but | have things | have to get back to and | 
can't be messing around here when..." 


"Ten years should suffice," Leowyn replied with a smile. Her eyes held no 
warmth at all. 


Chapter 17: Paula Gives In 


MZA 


Image: Paula Devereaux 


Paula looked at her hand to assess the damage she had done to it. Fresh 
blood oozed slowly down her knuckles to her wrist, pooling into the crook 
of her elbow. She knew it looked a lot worse than it actually was from her 

many experiences as a warrior, so she flexed her hand carefully to make 

sure she hadn't broken any bones. 


None broken, she thought wearily. Good. The blood I can take care of 
quickly enough. A couple of bandages and l'Il be good to go. At least Lucas 
has shut up for once. That's good, because I don't have any more time to 
waste on the ghosts and the mistakes of the past. 


2k ok k 
It was nearly seven by the time she arrived at the Darkmoons' home, and 
by then, she didn't want to be there. She considered asking the driver of 


the taxi to take her back to the hotel only briefly before discarding the 
useless thought. First, she'd feel rather silly doing it. Secondly, she really 
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didn't think she could handle being alone in her hotel room; that place had 
quickly become hostile territory and finally, she owed it to Kyle and to her 
family to attend the wake. 


Paula paid the driver and hastily sent him on his way before she changed 
her mind and stared momentarily at the house. From what she could tell, 
no one but family and close friends were there, and for some reason that 
sent a flare of anger through her that she found difficult getting under 
control. 


So complete were Raven's secretive countermeasures against being found 
that it eliminated anyone from attending his godson's funeral and wake, 
Paula thought. Not that there was much chance of that, anyway, I guess. 

The news reporter did say the Schwarzwinds were suspected terrorists given 
their known involvement with the Darkmoon family. The same would go for 
Terra or Lana or any of the kids, really. They don't deserve that. 


She was about to ring the doorbell when she heard another car pull up. 
Curious, she waited, then sighed when she saw Montague Dupre and 
Stephen Alexander emerging from another taxi. Both were covered in 

sweat and grime and looked very tired. 


But of course, Paula thought. No one would want to dig a terrorist's grave 
now, would they? She gave them a quick nod. "Hello, boys." 


"Oh, hey Grams," Stephen replied. The young man looked completely 
exhausted, and Paula supposed it had more to do with worry over Lana 
than digging his best friend's grave. "Hold on. Aunt Cheryl gave us a spare 
key." 


"Might want to wait on the hugs, Grandma," Montague said when Paula 
opened her arms to hug them. "Last thing I'd want to do is ruin your clean 
clothes." 


"Oh, to hell with that. Come here," Paula said, quickly throwing her arms 
around both men. It was all she could do to keep from losing it right there, 
especially when they returned the embrace. "I'm not afraid of a little dirt." 


The front door opened, and in the doorway stood Cheryl Darkmoon. "Hello, 
boys. Stephen, you've got first dibs on the shower. It's nice to see you too, 
Old Mother. Please come in." 


* kK kK 
Ten years? Raven thought. Well now, ain't that a kick in the dick. Sorry, High 
Councilor, but I have other plans. He allowed Celeste to lead him out and 


away from the Council building before making his concerns known. "Where 
are we going now?" 
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"The guard house," Celeste responded. "Come morning, you'll be taken to 
work on the fishing vessels. After that, | wash my hands of you. I'll consider 
my debt repaid." 


"Uh-huh. | thought you said your debt would be repaid once you helped me 
get home?" 


"Oh my," the pirate laughed. "Is that what you took away from what I've 

said? You're not very smart, are you? You're still alive, Guardian. After all 

the stories you've been feeding me, you're lucky you have that going for 
you. Frankly, | tire of your company and your lies." 


"So, once again I'm on my own," Raven said, and Celeste decided she didn't 
like the smile on his face when he said it. "That's all right. I've been there 
before." 


* k 


Cheryl began setting the table in silence, waiting for her mother-in-law to 
speak first. Right now it was all she could do to keep her family and friends’ 
spirits up and she was putting all of her energy into that task. However, no 
one else seemed willing to speak to Paula, either. Stephen's mind was still 

on Lana, Montague and Terra were doing their best to keep smiling for 
their sons, and Neesa was simply sitting alone and not talking to anyone. 
She didn't appear to notice or care that Paula was even there. 


The blonde Shadow Hunter could feel the tension in the room, and the 
silence was almost too much to bear. She shrugged it off and asked if 
Cheryl needed help. 


"No, that's okay. I've got it," the Raku responded curtly as she ladled beef 
stew into bowls. She didn't seem to give Paula any more thought. "Neesa, 
come and eat, sweetie." 


"Not hungry," Neesa replied, staring out the window. 


"Come on and eat a little something," Cheryl tried again. "You have to keep 
your strength up for your cub, remember?" 


"| will later. Right now | just want to be left alone." 
"Neesa..." 
"Go ahead," Paula whispered to Cheryl. "I'll sit with her." 
Cheryl sighed in deep resignation. "All right." 


Paula sat on the living room sofa beside the Raku bear woman. Neesa was 
still staring out the window, so Paula followed her gaze. It had begun 
raining again, as it usually did in Trystania. There wasn't much else to see 
besides that, but it didn't seem to matter to Neesa. She watched the rain 
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pour down in silence. 
"Raining again, huh?" Paula tried. "Seems like it never stops here." 
"Hm," Neesa said. 
"I'm sorry about Kyle." 


At the mention of her dead husband's name, Neesa sighed. "Yeah, well, it's 
not like it was your fault. Sweet Omeru... I-I was there, and couldn't do a 
thing, either." 


"Well, it's not your fault, either," Paula replied, feeling somewhat relieved 
she was finally getting through to the Raku. "Why don't you come into the 
dining room and eat? | hear your auntie's beef stew is pretty good." 


"Terra made it, and like | said, I'm not hungry at the moment," Neesa said. 
"The more | think about it, the more | wonder..." 


"About?" Paula asked gently. 


"Who'd go to that kind of trouble? Who'd want Kyle dead so much that 
they'd put a bomb in his car?" Neesa finally looked at the Shadow Hunter. 
"Better yet, when would they have done it? We weren't in the store that 
long, and if it had been done any other time, then wouldn't it have blown 
up sooner? On top of that, we always locked the doors. The more | think 
about it, the less certain | am about the whole situation." 


Paula ran through what the bereaved widow said, and something clicked 
into place. She didn't say anything; she didn't have to, as Neesa seemed 
more than willing to talk for both of them. 


"Am | sure Kyle was the target? No. What if it was Lana, or maybe even me? 
Does the person who did this know by now what happened? All | seem to 
be doing is chasing my tail. That, and crying myself to sleep at night so | can 
begin the process anew the next day. | wish the hurt would go away." 


Paula decided not to tell her that the pain she felt would be around a long 
time. "Yeah, | know what you mean." She suddenly glanced toward the 
dining room where she heard Terra raise her voice. 


"You know, I'm getting tired of everyone being afraid to second guess her! 
Damn tired of her bullshit! !" 


The next voice raised was Cheryl's. 


"Terra Danielle, | know you're grieving, baby. We all are, but the one thing | 
expect at this table is civility, and by the gods, | will have it. | know | didn't 
raise you to be loud, ill-mannered, and disrespectful to your elders." 


"Are you going to ask her about Dad?" Terra asked, her voice lowering a 
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little. "Why isn't he here? Don't you ever get tired of their bullshit?" 


"Doesn't matter because you know as well as | do, Terra," Cheryl replied. 
"You know as well as | do that your father and your grandmother have good 
reason not to tell us what they're working on. If we knew, it'd just put us in 
danger too, especially now." 


"Oh man. You sound just like them, Mom." 


"You want me to ask? Fine," Cheryl said, and Paula waited as the vixen 
came to the living room. "Paula, where's Raven? And before | get one of 
your famous answers that really doesn't tell me anything, let me just say 
that if | have to, I'll dive into your mind and get what | want to know that 

way." 

Paula was about to tell her daughter-in-law she'd have to figure out how to 
get around her mental protection measures first, but finally decided she 
had had enough of lying to her family and friends. After all, keeping her 
secrets was doing nothing but working against her so far. "No need to go 

through all that. He's in the Nightlands, but he'll be home shortly." 


Cheryl felt that Paula was being completely honest with her. It wasn't that 
the Raku wanted to believe it or wished it to be true, but the wave of calm 
emotion that emanated from Paula that told her that what the Shadow 
Hunter spoke was indeed the truth. That was one of Cheryl's gifts as 
Vel'Faya. "The Nightlands? And how long will it be before he returns?" 


Paula noted with some bemusement that Cheryl had retained enough of 

her senses not to ask why Raven was there. The former Empress seemed 

satisfied just knowing where he was. "One more week and then you and 

Terra can stop asking about him, and stop treating me like the enemy. In 
case you all have forgotten, I loved Kyle too." 


With that, she exited the house into the pouring rain and didn't look back. 
All she felt was isolation. 


Isolation, and guilt. 


Chapter 18: Lucrecia Wakes Up 
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Image: Lucrecia Schwarzwind 


Raven shook himself awake the instant he heard someone enter the room. 
For a fleeting second he thought he was back in hs cell in Lysette's castle, 
and that everything that had happened since his escape was a very realistic 
and strange dream. When his eyes focused in the darkness, he saw a man 
he had never seen before. The man wore a scarf over his head, a bright 
blue one. His well-tanned arms were bulky and muscular, suggesting he was 
no stranger to hard labor. 


"You there," the man said gruffly. "Get up. It's time to go to work." 


"Yeah?" Raven groaned from his place on the floor. His back was very sore 
from sleeping all night in a sitting position. He would have lied down on the 
floor if he had a choice in the matter. As it turned out, his arms were 
fastened to a pair of poles and his legs were bound tightly. He was in no 
shape to work. He was in no mood, either. "Here's a thought: Fuck off." 


Rather than anger, the man's eyes flashed with good humor. "A witty one, 
you are. | like that." 


Better bide my time, Raven thought grimly. "What kind of work are we 
doing?" 


"You'll be helping with the nets. I'll bet a scrawny kid like you has hands like 
a woman," the man said with a smirk on his face. He leaned down to free 
Raven's feet from the rope around them. Raven resisted, with some effort, 
kicking him square in the temple. "A few weeks here and you'll have blisters 
the size of..." The words stopped dead in his mouth the instant he loosened 
the cords around Raven's wrists. He saw that the Shadow Hunter's hands 
were not smooth but callused, for Raven had used many weapons in his 
many centuries of living, most of them swords. 


"I'm not afraid of a little work, as you can see," Raven said, and was 
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suddenly lifted to his feet. 


"Just who are you? Celeste seemed out of sorts last night when she brought 
you in-" 


"Name's Connor Barrow. | live in Trystania," Raven explained. "Just a well- 
meaning country boy who had the misfortune of being at the wrong place 
at the wrong time." 


"Aye?" From his tone, Raven could tell the man didn't believe him. "If that's 
true, what were you doing in the Nightlands?" 


"Long story." 
"I've got time." 


"The cruise ship | was on went down. | remember the screaming, the 
captain yelling for us to get to the lifeboats," Raven lied. It wasn't a great 
one, but he thought he could sell it, especially in his condition. "There was 
something out there. Rather than hang around, | jumped into the drink and 
swam. The gods saw fit to bless me with a strong back and legs, so |I swam 
to safety. | was just glad to find land. | was exhausted and fell asleep, and of 
course when | woke up | met the lady captain and we both know how that 
turned out." 


"Hmm," his captor said thoughtfully. "Well, | don't work with a man who 
doesn't know my name. It's Jake. Jake Dumonte." 


"Dumonte, eh?" The Shadow Hunter said with a chuckle. "So you're the 
husband she mentioned?" 


"Aye. Let's go, lest we keep my boy Cody waiting any longer. It's his first day 
on the nets, and I'd just as soon keep an eye on him until he learns the 
drill." 


"Oh boy," Raven muttered. "I can hardly wait." 


* k 


Well, that's another night with no sleep, Cheryl thought drearily. She 
yawned, then looked over at the clock by the bed. She saw that it was 
nearly six and groaned, falling back on the bed. Between Kyle getting killed, 
Raven's absence, and Terra's grief-fueled rage, the Raku thought it would 
be a while before she slept comfortably again. 


She looked over at her husband's side of the huge bed, wishing like hell that 
he was here with her to help hold her little family together. 


"Your cub's a handful, you know that?" she whispered, thinking of her 
husband. "Poor little Terra's really taking it hard." There was a slight knock 
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on the door, and she sat up. "Yes?" 
"Mom? Are you decent?" 


Cheryl smiled. Terra must not have been able to sleep well, either, given 
the young woman's penchant for sleeping until noon on her days off from 
her teaching job. Cheryl drew her robe around her voluptuous frame. "I am 

now. Come on in." 


Terra walked in. She was wearing a a pink and white ruffled nightgown and 
a sad, sleepy look. "I didn't sleep a wink, thinking about last night." 


"Me neither." 


"I'm really sorry," Terra said, sitting beside her mother. Cheryl wrapped her 
arms around her. 


"I know. | am too. I've been thinking about you, and Monty, and the boys... 
and Paula and your father, too." 


"Yeah. I've been thinking of calling Nana and apologizing, but after what she 
said last night... do you think we've been treating her like an enemy?" 


Cheryl thought for a few moments. "I think that Paula is going through a 
tough time, too, just like we are. She feels like it's her fault in a way, at least 
that's what | get from her. She's also got some other things on her mind, 
but | don't know what they could be." She shifted herself on the bed to 
make herself a little more comfortable. "See, you have to remember that 
long before we came into her life, she was in charge of watching over this 
world and taking care of it. She's strong, but she's just one female. The 
things she's done, the things she's seen must weigh heavily on her 
sometimes." 


"| guess. | just wish she... | dunno, showed her feelings more or something. 
She acts like she doesn't give a damn." 


"Ah. Well, people deal with grief in different ways. Some of us cry, some of 
us get angry, and..." Cheryl sighed. "Unfortunately, some of us bottle it in 
until we can't anymore." 


"I'm trying to keep it together. | really am, but Nana makes it so hard..." 
Terra said, then yawned heavily. "Man, today is gonna be a fun day." 


"You pile up right here and go to sleep. I'm getting up, anyway," her mother 
replied. "Besides, it's not like I'm going to be sleeping anytime soon. No 
point in both of us not getting any. I'm going to go check on Neesa." 


"She ate last night, if you're wondering. Not a great deal, but she did eat 
some." 


"Well, that's good, because | was. That cub has got to take better care of 
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herself," Cheryl said, then pulled the blankets up over her daughter. "Just 
snuggle under these and I'll make sure you're not disturbed, sweetie. I'll 
give Paula a call in a little while to see how she is, too." 


"Gotta...pull together..." Terra mumbled, then began snoring loudly. Cheryl 
kissed her on the forehead. 


Yes, | know, Cheryl thought, then went into the kitchen to prepare 
breakfast. 


She was already counting down the hours for her husband's return. 


* k 


When her eyes opened, Lucrecia Schwarzwind had no idea where she was. 
She was looking at a light fixture on the ceiling, and for a moment she 
thought she must have been hallucinating. The only thing she remembered 
was the dark, sitting on a cold stone floor. She felt sick with nausea, her 
stomach was sore and cramping, and her head felt as if it were ready to 
burst open. She felt cold and sick. Her body ached and the slightest 
movement left her gasping for breath. 


She struggled to sit up in the bed she was in, and instead of being 
comforted, she became even more confused and bewildered. How had she 
arrived here? Had it all been a dream, a horrible nightmare she had finally 

managed to wake up from? 


"Ohhh," she groaned, falling back onto the bed. That's when she realized 
she was naked under the thin blanket, which seemed sticky for some odd 
reason. She pulled the blanket back and drew in a deep breath. 


The blanket was sticky because she was bleeding. Her creamy white skin 
was covered in small wounds, only slightly larger than pinpricks. She knew 
what had caused them. 


She bit me, Lucrecia thought with disgust. She just kept biting and drinking, 
and... how long have | been here? Why are they still bleeding? | feel like I've 
been sleeping for days but- 


"You're finally awake," a deep voice said, and Lucrecia now saw a man she 
didn't recognize, which caused the Shadow Hunter even more confusion. 


"What... who are you?" She asked weakly. "Why am I here? Are you some 
kind of pervert?" 


"No," the man said calmly. "I'm a doctor. My name's Brady. Take it easy. 
You've been through a lot." 


"Brady," Lucrecia whispered, trying to remember why the name sounded 
familiar. 
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"You may have known my old man, Marcus." 


"Oh of course, yes... What...happened to me?" Lucrecia asked. "Why am | 
here?" 


"Well, let me make a quick call to Devereaux and she can explain it to you," 
Brady said as he took out the cell phone Paula had left him. 


"Paula... Paula knows I'm here?" 


"Yes. She's the one who brought you here and insisted that | look after 
you," Brady explained gently. "You were dehydrated and malnourished, and 
| still have to administer another dose of the coagulent to stop your 
bleeding, but in my professional opinion, you're going to make it. Now, just 
take it easy, okay?" 


Lucrecia nodded slowly. Her mind was in a fog, and she was having so much 
trouble remembering her recent ordeal. All she could focus on clearly was a 
dark, damp cell. Try as she might, she couldn't remember anythng else - her 
captor, her rescue, just that smelly darkness, and her sense of despair. She 
remembered comforting herself that things couldn't get any worse, but 
they obviously had, hadn't they? What if this were a dream, something her 
mind had created to deal with what was happening to her? What if she had 
completely lost her mind day after day in that cell? 


The more she thought about it, the less likely that seemed to her. It felt too 
real, and her eyes hurt from the light flowing in from the bedroom window. 
Having been in darkness all that time, it would be a while before they grew 
accustomed to the light again. She glanced at the man who claimed to be 
the son of her friend Marcus Brady, and wondered again how she had 
gotten free. She couldn't remember any of it. 


"Yes. | thought you should know that she just woke up," he was saying. 
"Right. I'll see you shortly. Hm?" Lucrecia saw his lips turn into a frown. "Of 
course not. I'll leave that to you. Do you take me for an idiot?" 


Listening in to the one-sided call, Lucrecia just became more confused. Her 
head began to ache with worry, and she cautiously fell back onto the 
pillows again. She was so weak and helpless, something she wasn't used to 
with her strong, independent spirit. She tried to be patient, and silently 
prayed she wouldn't have to wait long for Paula to let her know what had 
happened, what was going on. However, as the seconds passed into 
minutes, she began to realize that Paula wasn't coming, at least not by rift, 
which was her usual way of traveling. 


Why do I keep feeling like matters have just gotten worse, she thought, 
resisting the urge to drop back into slumber. She feared that if she did, her 
unique situation may not be so pleasant the next time. 
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Chapter 19: The Rescue 


Image: Raven Darkmoon 


| have to admit, Paula thought, staring at the ceiling of her hotel room. I 
didn't think it would hurt this much. The last time | felt the pain of rejection 
this deeply was... 


Kk k 


"I don't see why you have to leave," the blue-haired man said. "I mean, 
you've destroyed the Shadow Elf army and there really isn't..." 


"You shouldn't be so attached to me, Sir Thane," Palutena Dario replied 
coldly. "I have my duties, as you have yours. Belwar isn't the only place | 
watch over. There are others who need my help." 


"But last night..." 


"Was a mistake. | wouldn't have seduced you if | knew there was going to 
be this much emotional baggage to deal with. You said you would be 
mature about it, and yet here you are pining for me like some lovestarved 
twit. | have defeated your enemies, avenged the death of your sister, and 
retrieved the Molger stone for you. That should be more than enough to 
satisfy you." 


"And here I thought we had something," the man known as Thane 
D'Athenos said, shaking his head in disgust. "All of that passion was just... 
what, you being cruel by playing with my heart?" 


Palutena sighed. "Stop being so melodramatic! | told you last night it 
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couldn't go beyond a simple one night stand, Sir Thane. The elixir was 

slowly killing me and as I've also told you, the only cure for that is the 

release of endorphins into the blood stream. The fastest way | knew of to fix 

what was ailing me was through an orgasm. You agreed that you would 
help and so yes, we fucked. And that's all it ever was, a fuck." 


"Am | also to take it that you being tender with me was also an act? When 
you smiled and kissed me afterward?" Thane remarked angrily. "If sex was 
all it was, why did you do that, Lady Palutena? I've heard some awful things 
about you, but I dismissed them because you didn't seem to be that kind of 

person. Maybe | should reconsider. Maybe you killed your child after all." 


A flash of anger appeared in Palutena's eyes, and suddenly she swung her 

sword at the young man, who surprised her by deftly and expertly parrying 

the blade with his own. She realized then that it had been a mistake to do 
that, because all she saw in his eyes now was burning accusation. 


"I didn't kill him," she said softly. "But | suppose | may as well have. | sent 
him to live with his father." 


"His father?" 


"Yes. Enough, | will say no more save for this, Sir Thane. Whatever you may 
think of what we shared last night, there was no love for you in it. | screwed 
you out of my own selfish need, and you are right. | never should have 
kissed you after. It gave you delusions. That's what | get - no, what | 
deserve, for trying to be kind. You can be sure l'Il never do that again. Now, 
if you're quite finished with your pitiful mewling, I'm leaving." 


Thane simply stared at her for a few moments, then turned away. "Fine. | 
suppose l'Il just have to get used to being alone. Here," he said, holding up a 
strange looking medallion. "This is yours. It won't accept anyone else. It 
chose you." 


Palutena looked at the golden medallion, inset with the blue and silver 
dragon insignia that matched Thane's. However, she didn't want anything 
to remind her of him and this entire unfortunate incident between them. "I 

don't want it." 


"And | certainly don't want you to have it, not now, but like | said, it chose 
you just as mine chose me." 


"Then store it away some place. | said | don't want it.” 


Thane swiftly put the medallion away into the pouch on his belt. "You 
leaving... | was against it at first, but now | think it's for the best. | hope no 
one else has to put up with your selfishness, Lady Dario, and for the sake of 
my sister, | will pray that Fanjir watch over you. Now get out of here." The 

last sentence sounded like a harsh whisper. She didn't stick around to see 
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what else he was going to say, and so she didn't see the eerie red glow that 
had begun to surround him. 


She kept telling herself that what she had said and done was the only way, 
but her heart was pierced as much as his, for she knew that this was only 
the beginning. What awaited her were years of loneliness, of throwing 
away relationships with people and so she resolved she would never again 

go through this much heartache. 


* k 


"Come on, Janine, or we'll miss the plane!" Kage called after his student. 


"Skyship!" she corrected him while struggling to keep up with him. "Paula 
calls them skyships! Wait up, Professor!" 


"Potato, potahto. Here, give me that suitcase," Kage said impatiently. He 
effortlessly hefted the suitcase Janine had brought. It was oversized for the 
young woman, and much too heavy for her. "You brought way too much 

stuff. You always do." 


Janine grinned, pushing her glasses up on her nose. "I just wasn't sure what 
I'd need, that's all." 


Kage handed some money to the ticket seller. "Two for Trystania, please. 
When is the next..." He almost said plane again before catching himself. 
"flight due?" 


The young woman handed him a couple of tickets. "In about fifteen 
minutes. | can have the baggage handlers take care of your luggage for you, 


SIr. 


"Please do, and please be extra careful with this bag," Kage requested, 
holding up an oddly elongated case. That case contained Shourigezan, his 
sword, and the case itself was very expensive, as it contained cutting edge 
technology designed to hide its contents. It allowed the case to go through 
metal detectors without setting them off, and the inner lining was designed 

to foil the best X-rays. This allowed Kage to pass through many security 
checkpoints easily. The lock was a combination lock and only he knew the 
combination to open it. Moreover, should anyone figure out the four digit 
lock, it also had a fingerprint reader. It was technology he had brought over 
from Earth, as a member of Shinra, a group that was so top secret that even 
the governments of the world didn't know they existed. Indeed, Kage 
Masamune was a very careful man. 


"Yes sir." 
xk k 
Raven had been pulling the nets of fish up for over four hours, working 
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alongside Jake Dumonte and his son Cody. Though Celeste was the boy's 
mother, it was clear to Raven that the child favored his father as far as his 
looks went. For a fleeting instant, Cody reminded him of his lost daughter 
Rebecca. His other daughter, Terra, could shift her form to that of a Raku 
fox due to her mixed blood but Rebecca had not shown any inclination of 
changing her looks at all, but neither he nor Cheryl cared about that. They 
loved their daughters very much regardless of what they looked like. 


"Hurry up,' Jake was saying. "We have to have the nets ready again before 
we break for lunch." 


Thinking of Rebecca and the loss he and Cheryl suffered five years ago had 
put Raven in a bad mood, as it usually did. "Piss on it. I'm going as fast as | 


can. 


That statement was entirely true. Normally, this kind of work was no 
problem for the Shadow Hunter, but he was still experiencing fatigue from 
his stay in the Nightlands, as well as pain in his right leg. He had received an 

injury at the hands of Santiago Dupre on the same fateful day he had lost 
his daughter and even though Cheryl would use her healing touch on it, it 
never stayed permanently healed. Every other month or so, depending on 
the stress he put on it, it would go from a mild ache to deep throbbing pain 
that confined him to at least one day of bed rest even after Cheryl applied 
her healing technique to it. He swore to himself (and not for the first time) 
that the next time he ran into Dupre he was going to return the favor. 


Raven's shirt clung to him, for not only was he sweating profusely, but the 
bite wounds he had received from Lysette were oozing blood again. The 
sweat was making them itch and burn, and Raven attributed his weakness 
more from them than anything else. 


She's another one | have to repay, he thought, hauling up the last net of 
fish. His muscles ached from exertion, and he chuckled harshly at the 
thought of doing this for ten years, which was the sentence Leowyn had 
given him. No way. No fucking way- 


His thoughts were interrupted by screaming, and when he looked up from 
his work to assess the situation, he noticed the boy Cody was no longer 
there. 


Now's my chance, he thought. Seeing that everyone was now focused on 
scanning the waters of the ocean for any sign of the boy, he quickly dove in. 
He instantly knew he must have been noticed, because Jake was cursing 
him even as he frantically searched for his son. 


Raven had gotten almost thirty yards before his conscience caught up with 
him. 


No, he thought as he turned to swim back. / don't want to escape under 
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these conditions, leaving an innocent boy to die. Cheryl would never forgive 
me if | did, and if I'm to be honest, | doubt | would forgive myself. Well, 
there'll be other opportunities for escape. 


He halted a moment longer in spite of himself, then swam under the pier 
the rest of the men were stupidly just standing on. 


You'd figure these seafaring types would know how to swim, he thought as 
his eyes fell onto the boy. From what he could see, the child's ankle had 
gotten snared by a net which was being pulled down by the weight of the 
fish it had been thrown over to catch. There. 


Cody had ceased struggling, and Raven knew he had mere seconds to save 
him or the boy would die by drowning. He looked around for something to 
cut the net with, but saw nothing but the ocean floor. Seeing no other 
recourse, he transformed into his Raku form, that of a wolf. He snapped his 
fangs over the part of the net that held Cody, and chewed through it easily. 
An instant later, his legs, newly invigorated with the extra strength the Raku 
had, began kicking as he ascended the ocean depths with the child. 


He remembered to change back once he neared the surface, and with his 
last ounce of strength, he hoisted the child onto the pier as he sought to 
regain his breath. He could hear the chatter of the approaching crowd. 


"He saved him!" 
"Nala be praised!" 


"Move," Raven whispered, then raised his voice. "I said, move! He's got to 
have some air!" He shifted himself onto the pier, then quickly began chest 
compressions, stopping every few seconds to breathe into Cody's mouth. 
"Come on, kiddo. Breathe!" He repeated the compressions, followed by 
breathing into him again, and finally, the boy gagged, spitting up the ocean 
water he had swallowed. 


"D-daddy..." he called out weakly. 


"I'm here, son," Jake called, running over to him. He hugged the child to 
him. "You're all right. You'll be all right now..." 


Raven stood, looking down at the two of them, father and son, and felt 
both relief and horror. Relief, because the boy would live and be all right, 
and horror at what he had nearly done. If he had ignored the situation and 

escaped, things would have had a more dire outcome. He had almost 
allowed an innocent child to die for his own selfish ends, and he knew he 
had come close to becoming a monster. 


Just like Mother, he thought with a sigh. Am I really any different? 
"Cody! Jake!" A familiar voice pierced the air, and Raven saw that Celeste 
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had come running the instant she heard what was going on. Seeing that 
both her husband and son were safe, she threw her arms around them. Not 
wanting to intrude on the moment, Raven turned to leave. He would have 
to find another way to escape. "Thank you!" 


He stopped in his tracks when he heard Celeste's voice, for this time it 
wasn't the voice of the cocky pirate captain he was used to, but that of a 
grateful mother whose child had been spared a terrible fate. 


"Don't thank me," he said after a few moments. "It was just something | felt 
like doing, that's all." 


* k 


Raven sat in the floor of the room in which he had been a prisoner. The 
door remained locked, but the people, of which Celeste had some influence 
over, decided he wasn't as dangerous as they first believed and so allowed 
him to remain free from the bonds he had worn the night before. 


Well, at this rate, they may let me go in five years instead of ten, he 
thought, then laughed. At least | can get some sleep now. "Hm?" He said as 
he heard a key being turned in the lock. A moment later Celeste, dressed in 
a white shirt, blue pants and wearing a regal hat entered. She looked at him 

sternly. "How's the boy?" 


"He's all right. | put him to bed and he's sleeping now. | wanted to drop by 
here to get another look at the male who rescued him. What was your 
purpose in doing that, | wonder?" 


Raven had been in this room for a few hours after the incident took place, 
and so he had time to think. "Here to play more games, Lady Celeste? | told 
you on the ship who | was and what | do. | couldn't very well leave the kid 
to die, now could |?" 


"There were reports saying that you were well on your way out to sea 
before turning around and rescung him." 


"Yeah." 
"So you don't deny that you nearly left my son to die?" Celeste accused. 


"No point in denying the truth," Raven replied sorrowfully. "At the last 
second, | just couldn't. Gods know | just wanted to escape but not like 
that." He saw her eyes had gone from angry to confused. "I have enough 
blood on my hands. No need to add an innocent child's to my already 
burdened soul." 


"| see," she said softly. "Be glad you didn't, because if he had died, | would 
have searched the world until | found you and fed you the steel of my 
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sword. Enough talk. Get some rest. Tomorrow we leave." 
"Leave?" Raven asked. 


Celeste nodded. "It took all the favors | had to call in, but the Council has 
agreed that it would be best for everyone if | took you out of here. I'll take 
you as far as the nearest port town, Strago Hill. From there, you're on your 

own, I'm afraid." 


The Shadow Hunter could scarcely believe his ears. "So I'm free?" 


Celeste turned away. "Yes, as of tomorrow. It'll be a day's sail from here to 
Strago Hill. In the end, you did save him, after all. Besides, | don't think | 
want you influencing my son with your ridiculous ways and | just so happen 
to think it's best that | keep my word to you on my honor as Captain, 
otherwise that promise is lost and | will not have my honor sullied in that 
manner." 


* k 


Paula picked up the cell phone, looking quietly at the screen. Did she really 
want to talk to Dr. Brady right now? What decided her was Lucrecia. 
Sighing, she hit the button. 


"Yes? What is it now?" She listened intently, her eyes widening at the news. 
"All right. I'll get a cab and see you in a little while. Did you say anything to 
her? Uh-huh. No, | don't think you're an idiot. Asshole, maybe, but not an 

idiot. I'll be right there." 


She quietly turned the phone off, feeling both relief and tension. She had 
no idea how she was going to explain to Lucrecia that her son was dead and 
that her daughter was critically injured, but she would think about that 
later. Right now all she wanted to see was Lucrecia and hear her voice. It 
had been five years since they had last seen each other, after all. 


Chapter 20: Knocking On Heaven's Door 
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Image: Stephen Alexander 


"Good morning, Montague," Cheryl said to her yawning son-in-law. It was 
apparent to the Raku that he hadn't slept much, either. Kyle's death had 
given all of them something to think about, and for Cheryl at least, 
something to be thankful for. Any time she started to take her agelessness 
and immunity from sickness for granted, she would remember that death 
could and would still come for her. There was no escape from that truth. 
"How about some coffee?" 


"Sure. Thanks," Montague replied, taking out his cell phone. "For the love 
of..." 


"What is it?" 


"Stephen. He's still torn about making a decision about Lana. He wants to 
know which way I'd go, like I'd have any clue. | get why he's worried, but he 
can't go and put this decision on my shoulders. I've got enough problems 
without this." 


"He's just looking for help," Cheryl said gently. "I look at him, just as | look 
at you and | still see the two of you as ch-children." She put her hand to her 
mouth, willing herself not to fall apart right now. She let out a deep breath 

and chased the tears away. "I don't think he wants to be relieved of the 
responsibility... he's just afraid to make that choice. After all, either way 
there's risk. He just needs a friend right now. You both do." 


"| guess so." 


There was a sound in the hall down from the kitchen, followed by laughter. 
In came a bleary-eyed Neesa, followed by Jace and Rinn. "Grammy! 
Auntie's sick again!" Jace announced. 
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"Yeah! She tossed some cookies!" Rinn said triumphantly. 


"I'm fine, little ones," Neesa replied. "It's just an upset tummy. Aunt Cheryl, 
do you have anything | can take for this headache and nausea?" 


"Come here," Cheryl answered, putting a hand on the bear Raku's head. 
There was a momentary glow. "Nothing medicinal, but your aunt Cheryl still 
has a little something to help ease it. | know morning sickness can be a 
real..." she glanced down at her grandsons, quickly searching for the correct 
word she wanted so as not to use profanity around them. "...pain in the 
backside sometimes." 


"Backside?" Rinn asked curiously. 


"That's the butt," Jace explained to the younger Dupre twin. "You know, 
where you make turds." 


"| know, | know! Gosh, Jace, I'm not stupid!" 


"All right, you two," Monty said with a chuckle. "Stop that kind of talk 
around the table, and be a little quieter. Your mom's taking a nap and 
Neesa has a headache. " 


"Okay!" Both children whispered loudly. 


"Thanks, Aunt Cheryl," Neesa said, seating herself at the table. She picked 
up the mug of tea Montague helpfully placed before her. "I think I'm finally 
getting a handle on this thing. Still hurts, but at least | don't feel like 
someone crushed my insides when I think about him now. It feels weird, 
like any minute now, I'm going to wake up and find this is just a bad dream, 
and yet | know that's not going to happen." 


"I think we all feel that way," Cheryl said as she answered her ringing cell 
phone. It was going to be a busy day. 


xk k 


"How is she?" Paula asked as soon as she arrived at the house where 
Lucrecia was recuperating. Dr. Brady had opted to wait outside to give his 
patient time to collect herself. He thought she was holding up very well 
given that she had just awakened from a coma. 


"Disoriented and weak," he replied truthfully. "Look I don't know what's 
going on here, but whatever abuse and trauma she has suffered... | don't 
know, some kind of animal had to make those bite marks. Some animal 
with fangs. Whatever it was, whatever passes for fucking wildlife around 
here, secretes something in its saliva that works as an anticoagulant. It 
keeps her blood from clotting. The nearest thing | can compare it to is a 
leech... except leeches don't have fangs." 
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"Don't ask too many questions," Paula said, hating the condescending tone 

her voice took. She had been overseeing the care of her friends for so long 

she feared she would never break the habit. "Remember, she just woke up 
from a coma after being locked away for four years." 


"| know," Brady replied, his voice taking on an annoyed quality. "In case 
you've forgotten, |am a doctor. Still..." 


He never got the chance to finish what he was going to say because there 
was a bloodcurdling scream from inside the house. Brady looked to the 
front door in shock, but being the experienced warrior that she was, Paula 
was already on her way in. She threw the door open and practically dashed 
to the bedroom, where she found the reason for Lucrecia's hysterical 
wailing. 


The television in the bedroom was on, and she was watching the news, 
which was covering the latest update of the investigation into the 
mysterious death of Kyle Schwarzwind. 


"Easy, Lucrecia..." Paula said, softly, seating herself on the bed beside the 
bewildered Lucrecia Schwarzwind. The blankets had fallen down carelessly 
around her waist, and Paula got another quick look at the bite marks slowly 

oozing blood. "Calm down." 


Lucrecia looked at Paula, her eyes opened wide. "What...who..." She 
appeared to be dazed for a moment, then narrowed her eyes. Paula could 
tell she was furious."Calm down? Calm down?! Why did you let him die? 
|..." She looked back to the television, which was now displaying a follow up 
report on the younger Schwarzwind twin. 


"Lana Schwarzwind-Alexander is interred at Katrina Hospital in the surgical 
ward, still in critical condition. A decision has not yet been made by her 
husband Stephen on whether she should receive surgery to remove the 
piece of shrapnel still embedded in her spine. Doctors say if the shrapnel 

remains in her for much longer, the risks to her health and motor functions 
will only increase. KYTV news will continue to bring you updates as the 

story develops." 


Lucrecia was breathless, her heart racing, blood pumping. She moved to get 
up from her sickbed, but Paula put her hand out. Put her hand out, and got 
it promptly bitten. 


"You get the hell away from me," Lucrecia said as she slapped the hand 
away. She tried to rise, only to tire herself out and fall back onto the bed 
exhausted. She didn't have the energy to move, but she still had plenty to 

pelt Paula with verbal abuse. Lucrecia Schwarzwind rarely got angry enough 
to spew venom, but when she did, it was best to make yourself scarce for a 
few hours. "You bitch. You never came back. Never came back! And you let 
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this happen!" 


"It's true," her former chief said quietly. "I've been back for four years, 
Lucrecia, but you're right. It's my fault your son is dead and your daughter is 
fighting for her life." 


"Don't tire yourself," Dr. Brady said soothingly. Lucrecia noted he had a 
calming tone to his voice, one that reminded her in many ways of Strom, 
her husband. "You're exhausted. Getting up and moving now will only 
complicate your recovery." 


Lucrecia, still lying back on the bed, buried her face in her hands and wept. 
Her husband was gone, her son was dead, and her daughter was dying. She 
had come back from the brink of hell herself only to face an even more dire 
situation. In the space of a few minutes, her world had been taken away. 
"Why..." She cried openly. "Why didn't... didn't you look after them? Why, 
curse your face!" 


Paula sighed. "Leave us, Doctor. This is a matter that's not meant for your 
ears." 


"But..." 
"Go. Never fear. I will keep my promise." 


"All right," Brady said, turning to go. He had almost reached the door when 
he stopped. "No." 


"Doctor, | don't have time..." Paula started to say, but he cut her off. 


"This woman is my patient, and until she is well again | am not going 
anywhere," he stated. "I know you're supposed to be some kind of big shot 
Shadow Hunter, whatever those are, but | don't give a damn. I'm staying to 

make sure she doesn't relapse. If my old man said anything about you, it 
was about your dedication to your duty. Well, this is me doing mine." 


"Just tell me, Captain," Lucrecia said. "I don't care about secrets and 
enemies or any more of that. | want to know why my children were put in 
harm's way." 


"It's a long story, Lucrecia," the Shadow Hunter answered. 


"So?" The platinum haired woman replied sarcastically. "Not like | can go 
anywhere, can I? Hm? Now talk, damn you, before | really get upset, you 
goddamned muff-diving trollop!" 


"All these years you and | have worked together, and | have never heard 
this kind of talk from you, Lucrecia Schwarzwind," Paula said breathlessly. 
The words and especially the accusation behind them, were wounding to 

her soul. Lucrecia had never been one to judge another based on their 
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sexual preferences, and Paula attributed the younger woman's behavior to 

her shock of learning about her children's unfortunate fate. "I'll let all this 

slide because i know you're in deep pain, but | won't tolerate being called 
something like that again." 


"Might want to get used to it," she said hatefully. "Way | see it, I" Il call the 
woman who let my children be harmed like that any thing | damn well 
choose." 


"All right, fine. I'll tell you what | know, and whether you choose to forgive 
me is entirely up to you." 


* k 


Stephen looked at the phone in his hand, feeling torn about what he had to 
do. There was no point in delaying the situation any longer. It was time to 
let the doctors do what they could to save Lana's life. He made one more 

call, this time to Cheryl. 


"Hi, Aunt Cheryl," he said, his voice a hoarse whisper. "No, | don't want to 
talk to Monty. Can you come with me to the hospital? I'm here at Kyle's 
grave, yeah, trying to figure out what he'd want me to do." He waited while 
Cheryl assured him that of course she would come. "Yeah, | guess the dead 
don't speak though. All right, see you. You can have the taxi stop here. Love 
you too. Bye." 


A single tear fell from the burdened man's face as he selected a song from 
the playlist on his phone. He usually liked the song, but today it just felt like 
an omen of some kind, and he quickly stopped it, then angrily threw the 
phone as far as he could, not caring where it landed. He sat at Kyle's 
tombstone in an upright fetal position, and wept. 


Chapter 21: No Rest For The Grieving 
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True to her word, Captain Celeste Dumonte and her crew had delivered the 
exhausted Raven to the port town of Strago Hill. In such a hurry was he to 
get back home that the Raku pirate had to stop him from breaking out into 

a run toward the train station. 


"Stop, idiot!" She called out. "How are you going to get home without a 
ticket?" 


Raven's mind had been so occupied with thoughts of the things he needed 
to take care of upon getting back to Cheryl, things he had to tell her that he 
neglected giving any thought at all to money, or his lack thereof. 
Nevertheless, he was determined to find a way. "I don't know. I'll think of 
something. | always do," he replied. 


"Gods, you're a stupid male. Well, you're not my problem anymore. Take 
this, and tell your female my debt to her is now repaid," Celeste called back, 
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tossing him a small leather pouch. "Go in peace, and may Nala have 
compassion on you." 


Raven's reflexes were dulled a little by weariness and fatigue, but his hand 
quickly darted out and caught the small bag. He heard the jingle of coins 
inside. "Thank you," he said simply. It would require him to visit a 
moneychanger, but it was better than having no money at all. Well, he 
thought. What's another hour? | guess I'll be back home soon enough now. 


Despite his eagerness to get back to Cheryl, he also began to have 
reservations. Would she understand? Would she decide instead she had 
finally had enough, that this act of betrayal to her love was finally the last 
straw? It was true he hadn't wanted to feel Lysette's lips on his, and doubly 
true he hadn't wanted what she had done afterward, doing to him what he 
only allowed Cheryl herself to do. He thought back to that, remembering 
her mouth on him, him trying to resist but failing as Lysette's hot mouth 
enveloping over his erection, the vampire's laughter after she swallowed 
the seed he unwillingly released, and the one thing, the only thing that had 
made the ordeal bearable was the imagined idea that instead of Lysette it 
had been Cheryl's mouth on him. 


What he couldn't stand was Lysette's laughter afterward. It was monstrous, 
demonic. She had taken from him not only his freedom and dignity, but 
that final act had also robbed him of his self respect and even more 
importantly to him, his promise to Cheryl. He had told her on many 
occasions that no woman would ever touch him again the way she did, 
because he no longer saw his body as being his own. It was something he 
had given her a long time ago, to do with as she saw fit. She had done the 
same; promising him that her body was reserved for him alone. It was a 
strong promise forged in the heat of their passion for each other, but now, 
how could he expect her to keep her part of it when he had failed to keep 
his own? 


These were the thoughts that plagued his mind as the rain began to pour 
down. As he stopped at the moneychanger's, he spared a thought for Paula 
and what she had done, and this time he felt genuine anger. If it were only 
himself involved, he supposed he would have forgiven the betrayal in time. 

However, what his mother had done this time caused him to break his 
promise to the woman he loved. Her act of betrayal had forced him into 
one of his own, and for hurting the one he loved, he would not forgive that. 


Mother or not, Paula Devereaux, was going to pay and pay dearly for her 
actions. 


* k 


"Well, let's see here," Kage Masamune said as he and Janine got out of the 
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taxi. "Now, if you were Paula, where would you go?" 


"Duh. She must have dropped by here for the funeral, and knowing her, she 
wouldn't put anyone out so | doubt she'd be staying with the Darkmoons. 
Besides, | kinda got the impression she doesn't really want to talk with Mrs. 
Darkmoon," Janine answered. "So, where does she always stay when she's 
planning a business trip here?" 


"Hm... a hotel?" 


"Duh," Janine repeated, adjusting her glasses on her nose. "Not just any 
hotel, but The Songbird Hotel." 


"How would you know that?" Kage asked. 


"Simple. She says it has the best food and the best view, and even simpler, 
she always stays there when she's doing business with the corporation, at 
least when she brings me to help out. Her own little home away from 
home." 


"Has anyone ever told you that you study people too much?" Kage asked, 
knowing with absolute certainty that she was correct. 


"Heh. Not you, Professor. You used to say | spent too much time learning 
from books and not enough learning from people. Besides, Paula's 
interesting, not like all those people at university, with their fancy accents, 
boring lectures, and constant bullying. It's just up this street, and would be 
a nice walk if it weren't for this bloody rain. Reminds me so much of home." 


"Feeling a little homesick, are you?" 


Janine shook her head. "Nah. What did | have to feel homesick about? | do 
want to find Paula, though. Rain or no rain." 


"As do |," Kage agreed. "Let's go!" 


* k 


Cheryl thought Stephen looked like a mess. His hair was uncombed, his face 
streaked with drying tears and he looked generally unwell. She could tell he 
hadn't slept much either, and she placed a sympathetic hand on his 
shoulder from her place in the backseat of the car. 


"You all right, hon?" she asked gently. 


"Nope," he replied, and that was all he said. He remained quiet for the rest 
of the trip. 


"They have a lot of high priced doctors there, Stephen," Montague tried 
chatting as he drove. "Experts and specialists. Probably the best-" 


110 


"| don't want to talk about it anymore, if it's all the same to you." 


* k 


Lucrecia Schwarzwind felt like every other word out of Paula's mouth was a 
punch to her midsection. Though it was Paula giving the account of the 
terrible fate of the Schwarzwind twins, it was Lucrecia who was having 

trouble breathing. Each sentence pierced her heart like the sharpest knife, 

and by the time Paula finished telling what she knew, Lucrecia was reeling 
as if she were punch drunk. 


"But... Kyle... he's really dead? Maybe he was just wounded, or..." 


"No, Lucrecia," Paula said gently. "I spoke at his funeral, and don't worry, | 
used your holy book and the funeral was befitting one of your faith. | made 
sure of that. Cheryl did too." 


"Oh no..." Lucrecia said, putting a hand over her mouth, then burst into 
tears. 


Paula hugged the weeping woman to her closely. Telling the story and 
hearing Lucrecia's heartfelt grieving made her want to break down, too, but 
she couldn't allow herself to. She had to hold things together for a while 
longer. "If | could, | would trade places with him in an instant, dear child. 

You know | would." 


"I-I'm sorry... SO Sor-" 


"Oh, don't you worry about that, now," Paula whispered soothingly. "You 
need to rest. You've been through a lot, Lucrecia." 


"Rest? Oh, who can rest," the younger Shadow Hunter replied. "I don't... 
don't have time to rest... gotta get to Lana." 


"Hey, you better listen to her," Brady interjected. "You keep pushing 
yourself after what you've been through and you're running the risk of 
overexerting yourself. The result could be fatal." 


"N-no husband, no son," Lucrecia responded, struggling to reach her feet. 
She steadied herself by holding onto the headboard of the bed. "Just my 
daughter left. By the grace of God, she's all | have left to live for. So you can 
either help me get to the hospital where she is interred, or so help me, you 
better get out of my way. Both of you." 


Paula stood and lent her shoulders to support the weakened woman. "All 
right. Come on, Dr. Brady. You heard her." 


" But-" 


"But nothing. Maybe they'll have something to help her, too. Our resources 
here are exhausted, and I have a mother who wants nothing more than to 
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see her child. | know what that's like, too." 


"Well, damn it, at least call an ambulance or something," Brady insisted. 
"Wait. Do they even have ambulances here?" 


"Yeah." 
"Then... why didn't you let a hospital take care of-" 


"Lucrecia Schwarzwind was a public face of the Empire before it fell," Paula 
explained. "If | had taken her to the hospital to begin with, it would have 
only been a matter of time before the Lexford Secret Police found out 
about her. Recovering in a Trystanian hospital would have put their eyes on 
this city, which is where my family and friends reside. Now, | just let a huge 
cat out of the bag, Doctor. | am trusting you with that information. Don't 
blab it to anyone because if you do-" 


"You'll kill me, right?" Brady finished, narrowing his eyes at the blonde 
Shadow Hunter. 


Paula shook her head. "No, moron. | was going to say if you do, it'll put 
them in danger. You should learn some manners. Let someone finish before 
you jump to conclusions. You took care of Lucrecia and for that I'd never 
consider killing you even if it means protecting my own interests. Here. 
Keep her steady. Lucrecia, stay with me hon." She took out her cell phone. 
"We can't walk to the hospital and a cabbie will ask too many questions." 


"So, who are you calling, then?" 


"The hospital. | think the time for playing it safe is over. As I've already said, 
our resources here are exhausted." 


Chapter 22: An Abundance Of Chaos 
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The twin Dupre children stared at their cards, apparently deep in thought. 

Having been left behind with Neesa, they were whiling away the hours with 

a game of Go Fish, and Neesa was winning. Rinn peered over his hand with 
all the seriousness of a mature poker player. "Got a five?" 


Neesa smiled, baring her teeth. "Go fish." 


"Dang," the child said as he drew a card. "I thought for sure that was what 
you had." 


Before Jace could make his guess, all three of them heard a loud thump 
from the front of the house. Neesa, the memory of her husband's death still 
fresh in her mind, ordered the children to stay where they were while she 
went to check. "And no peeking at my cards, Jace, you little cheat." 


"| wasn't! Honest!" Jace retorted, pulling his hand away from her cards. 


"Sure, you weren't. Now, be quiet a moment," Neesa replied softly. She 
walked quickly across the floor to the front door, then quietly unlocked and 
unbolted it. She drew in a deep breath, then let it out and opened the door. 

What she saw was something entirely unexpected. 


She saw a man who she barely recognized. He was gaunt, pale, and looked 
scruffier than normal. He was dressed in a white shirt with black pants, with 
a red sash for a belt. To Neesa he looked as if he had been traveling hard 
for some time. What concerned her most of all was the fact that he seemed 
to have given out when he had finally reached his objective. 


"Rinn! Jace!" Neesa called loudly into the house. "Go wake your mom. Tell 
113 


her we have a problem." She knelt down carefully to feel his pulse. "Oh, 
shit. Hang on, Uncle Raven," she whispered. "Help's coming." 


* k k 


Stephen paced back and forth in the waiting room while Cheryl and 
Montague sat restlessly in the uncomfortable chairs. The doctors were 
currently prepping Lana for surgery, and there was a host of reporters 
outside sniffing around for a story. Hospital security was doing all they 

could to keep them out. 


"Don't they have any shred of decency?" Montague muttered under his 
breath. "They're treating this like some kind of show, a circus." 


"They're fucking idiots. Who cares what they do," Stephen replied, 
continuing to pace. "All this waiting is the hard part. | hope she comes out 
of this... if not in the best of health, then at least with the ability to use her 

arms and hands. | know it doesn't look good, but... ugh." 


"Well, they'll do all they can, honey," Cheryl assured him. "At least they 
damn well better." She glanced at the clock on the wall. They had been 
waiting for almost five hours. "Seems like we should have heard something 
by now, you'd think." 


"Yeah." 


* k 


The ambulance arrived with some unexpected company. Kage and Janine 
were hoofing it through the rain, breaking out into a run when they saw the 
ambulance had stopped at the Songbird. Neither wanted to tell the other 
what they were thinking, but both of them were concerned about Paula, 
and even though they weren't completely certain she was even at the 
hotel, deep down they knew. They knew because trouble seemed to follow 
her like a hungry dog followed a butcher to beg for scraps of meat. 


The moment Paula saw them, she looked to the sky and shook her head, 
cursing. "Kage, Janine. What in Sangaa's sweet name are you two doing 
here?" 


"Um..." Janine started, then looked to Kage for help. Unfortunately, it 
wasn't help he was offering. 


"We don't 'stay' very well," he said angrily. He was about to go on a long 
tirade about how he was there to help her bear the burden of Kyle's death 
and how she should be more appreciative of him and Janine when he 
suddenly noticed the platinum haired woman barely retaining her 
consciousness while holding on weakly to Paula's neck. "Who is this?" 


"You should have stayed home," she answered. "This is Lucrecia 
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Schwarzwind. That's all we have time for. She's weak and has to get to the 
hospital, which is where I'm going to send you two if you don't stop poking 
your noses where they don't fucking belong!" 


"Crap. | knew she'd be mad," Janine said quietly. 


"Here. Jesus, the way you're holding her, you're going to do more harm 
than good," Paula's other companion said. He lent his strength to hers, and 
they helped ease Lucrecia over to the ambulance. "Hey, you guys... are we 
alone out here, or what?" He called to the paramedics, who quickly exited 

the vehicle and finally offered their assistance. 


"Who's he?" Kage wanted to know. 
"Kage Masamune, Dr. Kyp Brady. Dr. Brady, this is Kage. Now that we've..." 


"Japanese?" Brady asked, extending a hand. "How'd you get out here on 
the forbidden planet?" 


"Questions best saved for another time," Kage said as he shook the doctor's 
hand limply. He stared at Paula. "But you can bet | have plenty of my own 
to ask, about this whole situation." 


Paula simply huffed, called him an asshole, and climbed into the back of the 
ambulance. "You coming, Doctor?" 


Brady nodded. "Damn if she isn't one scary lady... or she likes to think she 
is. | get the feeling she's more bark than bite, though." 


"You are not kidding," Kage replied. "Hell, you don't have to tell me. | live 
with the old girl. Hey, Paula!" 


The Shadow Hunter stuck her head out of the back of the ambulance. "Oh, 
goddamn. What now?" 


"Janine and | are following you in a cab, and we are not finished talking 
about this." 


"Whatever. You know..." She didn't get to finish what she wanted to say, as 
her cell phone began vibrating in her pocket. She took it out and checked 
the caller. "Yes?" Kage saw her face go from slight anger to concern just as 
the paramedics closed the doors. He wondered briefly who the caller could 
have been, then decided he'd add that question to his already very long list. 


One thing at a time, he thought grimly, then began looking for a taxi cab. 


* k 


The chief surgeon mopped his brow as he left the operating room. What he 
saw of Lana Schwarzwind-Alexander's X-rays, the poor girl was sure to lose 
the use of her arms and hands, probably within a matter of days if not 
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hours. He found it odd that infection had not set in, nor had necrosis. He 

decided not to question his good fortune and simply focus on the task at 

hand. They had been in the room for over three hours, with another two 

prepping the patient. Surely the family would have many questions and 
expectations. 


The surgeon sighed, and just as he was about to report that Lana 
Schwarzwind-Alexander would definitely come out of her bad situation a 
quadriplegic, something happened. 


The doors to the hospital burst open, and a blonde woman entered, her 
long hair wet and frizzy from the pouring rain outside. She was supporting 
someone, a woman who was unmistakenly related to Miss Schwarzwind- 

Alexander. The blonde woman was being aided by someone else, a tall 
black man who dressed much like the surgeon himself. 


"What... what is going on, here?" He asked, seeing that the nearly 
unconscious woman being supported by her two friends was wearing 
nothing more than a bedsheet around her. 


"Doctor, this woman is in dire need of medical help," the blonde woman 
said, only to be cut off by the woman she was seeking medical attention 
for. 


"No," she whispered. "Must...see..." 


Before the surgeon could determine what it was she needed to see then in 
came more chaos. A young woman wearing glasses entered with an upset- 
looking, long haired blonde man. 


"I've waited long enough, | think," he said, giving the surgeon a simple nod 
to acknowledge his presence. "What's all this about?" 


"Oh shut up. I'll tell you later," Paula replied, miffed at him. Usually she 
found him easygoing and relaxing to be around but right now he was a 
hindrance, an obstacle in her path, an annoyance to be overcome. "There 
are more important things to do right now." 


"Ah. Now there's something new. Look-" 


"Okay, guys," the young woman said nervously, straining to be heard over 
the voices of her friends. They were escalating in volume and tone, arguing 
back and forth. "Okay... Paula... Professor... you guys... all right...hey... all 
right, KNOCK IT OFF! Bloody fuck! You two, bickering back and forth! For 
bloody fuck's sake, don't get caught up in the swings and roundabouts right 
now!" 


As usual, when Janine Trent became agitated, her accent poked through. 
Paula and Kage, to their credit, grew quiet, with the former raising an 
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eyebrow questioningly. 
"Do what, now?" Paula asked. 


Janine grew sullen, pushing her glasses up on her nose. "Ahem. Sorry, but 
you're acting like a pack of wild animals. We have this problem with her 
right now, plus what we came here for, remember? You know, with the sick 

lady here?" 


Everyone was now eyeballing the surgeon, who was so flabbergasted he 
was at a loss for words. "Oh, medical attention, yes... what seems to be the 
trouble with-" 


He never got to finish what he wanted to ask, as he suddenly felt the collar 
of the shirt he wore being pulled with an iron grip. He was even more 
amazed that it was the supposedly weakened woman Paula was holding up 
"You... you have to let me see her," the woman whispered, as if she were 

struggling to catch her breath. 


"She needs to be checked out," the man who dressed as if he were also in 
the medical profession advised. "She's tired, weak. She just woke up from a 
coma-" 


"You shut your mouth," the woman replied grimly, feeling as if the last 


ounce of her strength was ebbing from her. "And I mean all of you. | go 
nowhere until... I... see my daughter!" 


"Uh..." the surgeon said worriedly. He had seen a lot of strange things 
working at Katrina Hospital, but never something like this. "I don't..." 


"Dear, listen to me... because | only have the strength... to say this once. 
You get me in there to see my baby or...so help me, | will... cut off 
something | am sure you have grown very attached to, and... and..." There 
was a loud gasp. "Then we'll see if you... have the doctoring know how to 
stitch it back together again. Now you take me to her!" 


* k 


Montague Dupre joined Stephen in pacing about the waiting room. He 

wondered just how long it would take before his friend lost what little 

patience he had left and demanded to know what was being done. If it 

were Terra or one of his children in there, Monty had no doubt his own 

patience would have run out a long time ago. Both men stopped walking 

the moment the door opened, and Stephen let out a sigh of frustration 
when he saw it was only Kage and Janine. 


There were few pleasantries exchanged, as no one felt like being pleasant 
in the midst of such a dire crisis. Kage explained that Paula would join them 
shortly, that she was helping the doctor with a problem. 
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"I'll bet," Montague scoffed. "In there giving them hell about Lana, no 
doubt." 


"No, it's about someone else... I'll let her tell you. Here she is." 


Everyone saw a frazzled Paula enter the waiting room, and she plopped 
down in the nearest chair, clearly exhausted. She lay back in the chair, 
propping her head against the wall. 


"Complications with the surgery," she said wearily. "It took some money 
and a little persuasion, but | convinced the surgeon working on Lana to 
allow another doctor to sit in on the procedure." 


"What?" Stephen asked. "Why? What doctor?" 


"Have a seat, kiddo. | need to tell you all something." 


Chapter 23: Retribution 


Image: Paula Devereaux 


Paula finished her story, leaving out her betrayal of Raven. She wasn't 
ready to face any more of her family's anger at her right now. She talked 
about rescuing Lucrecia and taking her back to Trystania, and about 
meeting Dr. Brady, and she even mentioned her brief encounter with 
SAVIOR's leader, Mina Bree. She noted with some bemusement that Cheryl 
frowned at the name but continued on until she had brought everyone up 
to speed. 


"So why have that doctor sit in on Lana's surgery? What's so special about 
him?" Stephen wanted to know. 


"Call it a gut feeling. Earth medicine is more advanced than Valladian 
medicine," Paula countered as Cheryl reached into her handbag for her 
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ringing cell. "I'm just trying to do what's best for Lana and her mother, 


now. 


"Hmm, that's our house phone. It must be Terra or Neesa calling to check 
up on us," the Raku explained as she checked who was calling. "Hello?" 


* k 


"Woah, crap," Terra said sleepily as Neesa showed her the weakened form 
of her father. "Dad, are you okay? You don't look so good." 


"Is Gramps gonna die?" Rinn asked worriedly. 


"Shush! No!" His mother answered, reaching down to check the Shadow 
Hunter's pulse. "Come on, let's get you in the house, old man. Neesa, help 
me out... Jace, for the gods’ sake, get out of the way. You too, Rinn." 


Both boys dutifully ran back into the house as Terra and Neesa lifted Raven 
gently to place him on the sofa. "Terra, looks like he's bleeding," Neesa 
observed. "Look at his shirt." 


Terra leaned down to look closely at the red spots on the shirt, and 
immediately wished she hadn't. Her father quickly pushed her back, a little 
more forcefully than either of them liked. "What the-" 


"No," Raven replied hoarsely. "I'm fine." 


"You're a far cry from fine right now," Neesa said. "Come on, Uncle. Let us 
help you." 


"| said I'm fine. Let it go... just let me get some sleep." 


"Hmph. Same old Dad, same old crap," Terra said. "Screw it. I'll call Mom. 

See if she can help us figure out what to do. She's got a lot more patience 

for Dad and Nana's particular brand of bullshit than | do these days." She 

went to the phone hanging on the wall, punched in her mother's cell phone 

number and waited. "Hi Mom. Yeah, we have this problem... Dad's home. 
Yeah, but Mom, he's not well, and he won't let us anywhere near him. 
Really? Aunt Lucrecia? How is she... so she's not well, either. | wonder if 
that has anything to do with Dad? So... yeah, all right, we'll wait for you 

then." She hung the phone up and frowned. 


"What's the word?" Neesa asked. 


"Mom said they've got Lana in surgery, and apparently Aunt Lucrecia, who's 
been missing all this time, just showed up at Katrina Hospital looking for 
Lana. | guess all we can do is wait since..." She raised her voice loudly 
enough for her father to hear it from his spot on the sofa. "Dad's not going 
to freaking tell us anything!" 


She expected Raven to answer back, hoping for one of his special smartass 
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witticisms. When he didn't say anything, that was when Terra understood. 


Everything bad that had happened to them so far was only the tip of the 
iceberg. 


* k 


"I've got to go," Cheryl announced to her friends. She looked accusingly at 
Paula. "Apparently, Raven's home. That was Terra, and she said he just got 
back and he's in pretty bad shape. | thought you said it'd be another week?" 


"Rough estimate," Paula replied, trying and nearly succeeding at hiding her 
surprise. To everyone else, who had Lana and Lucrecia on their minds, she 
had. However, she was no match for Cheryl's power as Vel’ Faya. 


"Mm-hm. Like | said, | have to go. Sorry," the Raku said to Stephen, who 
waved his hand carelessly. 


"Go. You've got your own family to tend to. Thanks for coming here with 


me. 


"Anytime, sweetie. Give me a call the instant you hear anything, okay?" She 
stopped to give Paula another look, then left. 


Noticing the strange polite but tense exchange between Paula and Cheryl, 
Kage leaned over to whisper, "What is that about? | may not know Mrs. 
Darkmoon as well as you, but | do know it takes a lot to get her as mad as 
she is right now. What did you do?" 


"Why do you assume l'm the one at fault?" Paula answered, nearly yelling. 
Montague and Stephen gave them a cursory glance before going back to 
their conversation. Paula lowered her voice. "Go ahead and assume the 

worst of me. Everyone else does. | don't give a fuck, all right?" 


"We're not assuming, Paula," Janine whispered gently. "The professor and | 
are just worried about you. Ever since Kyle died you're not been yourself. | 
mean, naturally you're going to be upset. | get that, but the way you put 
everyone at arm's length and push everyone away isn't healthy. You can tell 
us. After all, didn't we get through a lot together?" 


"Yes, Janine. I'm not denying that we did, but... this is my burden to bear, 


not yours, not Kage's. 


"No use talking to her when she gets like that," Stephen remarked, having 
overheard the entre conversation. "She and Uncle Raven are cut from the 
same rough cloth." 


"Meaning?" Kage asked. 


"Meaning they think they're protecting someone when all they're really 
doing is shouldering the damned burden alone. They have this thing about 
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them that they're the only ones who are allowed to feel fucking pain. 
They're conceited in that regard. Isn't that right, Grams?" 


Paula's mouth twisted into a smirk, then became a scowl. "You have 
enough to worry about, Stevie. Let's not add a busted jaw to that list of 
problems. This whole thing... why is it so important for everyone to know 
my affairs, all of a sudden? Between you, Janine and Kage, as well as Cheryl 
and Terra, you'd think | was the author of all your woes when I'm not." 


"Busted jaw can heal. What you're doing to them-" Stephen nodded to 
indicate he meant Kage and Janine. "Won't. Keep doing what you're doing 
and you're just going to end up pushing them right out of your life. Is that 

what you want? Is that what Mr. Masamune and Miss Trent threw their 

world away for, huh?" 


"He's got a point," Montague replied. Paula intimidated the hell out of him 
most of the time, but this time he stood firm. "Secrets have a way of 
coming back on you and biting you in the ass, and it's no big secret you are 
good at keeping them." 


Paula sighed, rubbed her face in frustration, then stood. "Ahhhh, well, 
aren't you two full of fucking wisdom today? All right, then, since I'm sucha 
bad person, such a bitch to be around, then I'm taking off, too. You can call 

me when you have something about either Lana or Lucrecia. Until then, 
leave me and my business be. Understood?" 


"Wait, Paula," Janine tried, but flinched when Paula turned her famous 
temper on her. 


"Wait, hell! I'm done right now, with all of you. Stay here, or go somewhere 
else, as long as it's not around me. I've had it, all right? /...have...had it. 
Fuck off!" She stormed out of the hospital, leaving Janine almost in tears 

and Kage staring grimly at the door. 


"This has got to stop. Stay here, Janine. I'm going to follow her and see 
where she goes." 


"But..." 


"It'll be all right. | have this feeling she's not really mad at us, but at 
herself," he replied soothingly to comfort the wounded girl's ego. 


"But why would she be mad at herself?" she asked. "None of this is making 
any sense." 


"That is what | intend to find out." 


* kK k 
When Cheryl got home, the first thing she did was run to Raven's side. "Oh 
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my goodness! What happened?" 


"Beats us," Terra replied. "He won't let us near him. Keeps saying to let it go 
so he can rest." 


"I think he's bleeding. | can smell his blood," Neesa said. 


Cheryl looked down at her husband, then saw that Neesa was correct. She 

moved her hand to check the wounds herself, but the moment she did, she 

felt her hand being gripped by iron fingers. Though Raven was weakened, 
his grip was very firm. 


"Cheryl. Don't." 
"You're bleeding," she said softly. "Let me help." 


"It's not something you can heal. Let it go. I'll be all right after | get some 
rest," he replied. 


"What happened?" 


"Good luck with that," Terra said to her mother. "He's tightlipped on that 
one. Keeps saying it doesn't matter." 


"That's because it doesn't," Raven remarked. "I'll tell you, as soon as | figure 
it out for myself. I..." Suddenly he grimaced, then closed his eyes. His face 
contorted into an angry scowl as beads of sweat formed on his forehead. 

"Cheryl. Stop. Right. Now!" 


Cheryl, taken aback by the sheer anger in his voice, heard often but never 
directed at her, flinched. She was trying to read his mind to determine what 
happened. All she met there was a wall. He had blocked her out. "Raven, if 
you're doing this to protect me from something..." 


"It's not about protecting you, this time. This time I'm protecting me. No 
more diving into my thoughts. | forbid it. Honor that, serisa. | don't have the 
strength to fight you off a second time... mentally, at least." 


The Raku, having given all she could to support her family and friends with 
the other tragedies going on, finally buckled under the pressure. She began 
to weep uncontrollably. "I can't do this. Not anymore. | just can't..." 


"Woah, Mom," Terra said, hugging her mother close. "Easy. Jeez. Nice going 
, Dad." 


Neesa muttered something, then looked away. 


"Something to say, Neesa?" Raven whispered. He felt ashamed of what he 
had done to his wife just now, but he was even more ashamed to have her 
learn of his betrayal through the use of her power. Every time the couple 
encountered a problem, they always talked it out. He listened to Cheryl 
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crying, and felt even deeper shame when he realized that was better than 
telling them and especially her about what he had allowed himself to sink 
to while he was Lysette's guest in the Nightlands. 


Neesa growled. "Yeah. | have something to say. You're so fucking selfish." 
Her eyes also shone with tears. "You should be ashamed of yourself. Aunt 
Cheryl's been holding this family together since you were away. She's 
been..." 


"It's al-alright, Neesa," Cheryl replied, sniffling. 


"No, it's not!" The bear Raku yelled, sending Rinn running behind his 
mother. The young child could sense tension a mile away, and was very 
uncomfortable around it. "Now, | don't know what happened to you, but do 
you know what's been going on here? Aunt Cheryl's been our rock. You're 
lucky to have her, to still have your mate, and you should be damned 
thankful you can still be with yours. | can't with mine, anymore." 


Raven forced himself to sit up. "What are you talking about?" He took 
another look around the room, only to finally notice the absence of 
someone who had never been away from Neesa's side. "Where's Kyle?" 


"Cubs, let's go in the kitchen and see if Grammy has ice cream," Terra said. 


Both children, despite being a little worried about the whole situation (and 
knowing very little was part of the reason why) suddenly brightened. Jace 
ran into the kitchen, but Rinn stopped himself in mid stride. He ran to 
Cheryl and threw his arms around her to comfort her, then joined his 
brother and mother. 


"Kyle died," Neesa said after ascertaining the children wouldn't hear her. 
"Our car had a bomb in it. He was trying to get Lana out safely but then..." 


Raven let out a deep breath. "Oh, gods. You don't have to tell me the rest. 
|... wait, does Mother know about this?" 


"Miss Devereaux? Yeah, she attended the funeral and even read from Kyle's 
holy book. Why?" 


Cheryl felt deep resentment coming from her husband, and was only 
marginally relieved it wasn't directed at her. "Never mind. Cheryl," he said, 
hugging her to him. "Darlin’, I'm sorry for being short with you, but right 
now, | just need to sleep. | meant what | said. Don't go back into my head 
again. I'll tell you when I'm ready to tell. Now, | want to rest." 


* k 


Paula walked to the hospital parking lot, thinking to herself. She was trying 
to sort out her feelings, trying to figure out where everything had gone 
wrong. She thought about how everyone was giving her a hard time about 
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keeping secrets. However, they also knew, had known for a long time that 
she was in the business of keeping secrets. That was how she worked, how 
she protected people. All it seemed to be doing now, however, was making 
her feel closed off, unsafe and paranoid. Her thoughts drifted to Stephen 
who was worried over Lana, then to Terra and Montague and their 
children, then to Neesa, and finally Cheryl. Cheryl, who had mentioned that 
not only was Raven home, but he was also hurt. 


And I bet I know what kind of wounds he has, too, she thought grimly. 
Lysette, you fanged bitch. You gave your word when you said you wouldn't 
hurt him, that all you wanted was to detain him for a while. Well, you have 
double crossed me for the first and only time. First I'll drop by and look in on 

my son. And after that... l'm coming for you, Lysette. 


Chapter 24: The Warrior 


— pe 
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Image: Cheryl Darkmoon 
Cheryl and Neesa helped Raven to the bedroom, silently thanking Omeru 
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that the house only had one floor. Having to go up a flight of stairs while 
supporting him would have been impossible. Neesa, still upset, excused 
herself as soon as Raven was put to bed. Cheryl gave her a nod to convey 
her thanks, and opted to stay a moment longer. To say she was worried for 
her husband, who had never before lashed out at her like he had in their 
three decades together, was an understatement. 


He was shivering, even as fresh blood dotted the stained shirt he wore. 
What had done those things to him? Where had he been to get in sucha 
state, she wondered. She turned to go but was stopped by his voice, gentle 
and despite his weakened condition, strong. 


"Cheryl, I'm sorry." 


"It's forgiven, lover. Heat of the moment," she replied dismissively. She 
didn't smile, because it was clear to her that he was truly ashamed. 
Ashamed of what, however, was something she wasn't sure about. "You're 
Shivering." 


"I'm cold," he said. "I don't know how to...process this. Kyle...Lana... me." 
"I'll turn the cooling unit down," the Raku offered kindly. 


"In your fur you'd pass out from the heat. No point in your suffering just 
because I'm a little chilly," he answered, a ghost of a smile crossing his lips. 
"An extra blanket will serve. Do you mind?" 


"Of course not. I'll get you a thick one from the linen closet. Be right back." 


When she returned with the blanket, he was already dozing. She gently 
spread the blanket over him, feeling a sudden overwhelming sense of 
sorrow overcome her. She almost began sobbing - a/most. With a great 
effort, she summoned up the last bit of courage and strength she had. 
Neesa had called her their rock, and she would have to be that for a while 
longer. 


Upon returning to the living room, she found a sullen Terra sitting with her 
ice cream eating-brood. There was an entire assortment of emotions 
pouring off her. "He'll be okay, Terra," Cheryl told her. 


"Just comes in here after all this time... did you find out what happened?" 
"No. He'll tell me when he feels he's ready. You know how he is, honey." 


"Yeah," Terra scoffed. "And you just accept that. Gone for four months, 
comes waltzing back, hurt, without any explanation and you just... accept 
it." 


"Terra, | accept it because | know what it is he does, what he's always done, 
to look after us. Not just us, but the world, too. You shouldn't be so bitter 
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toward him, daughter. He is your father, and you know that he's been doing 
this long before we were even born. He gives up a lot for us." 


"Yeah, but that doesn't excuse him in my book. You're not supposed to 
keep secrets from family. | know | don't with mine," Terra said with a shrug. 
"Ah, whatever. I'm just going to let it go. If | don't I'm just going to get 
pissed off thinking about it." 


"Go with that," Neesa advised. "Probably a good idea. Although | will say 
I've never seen him threaten you before. That wasn't like him." 


Before Cheryl could respond, there was a knock at the door. Daring to hope 
it wasn't more bad news, she crossed her fingers and opened the door. She 
was not surprised to see it was Paula. 


"How is he?" She asked without even so much as a greeting. 


By now Cheryl was used to her mother-in-law's ways. "Sleeping. He's 
exhausted." 


"| see," Paula said with a nod. "All right, | won't disturb him, then. Cheryl, 
can | speak to you alone for a minute?" 


"More secrets?" Terra asked tersely. 


"Yes," her grandmother said bluntly. After all, it was essentially true. She 
just wished Terra hadn't been so blatant with her accusation. "I'm not the 
enemy, Terra." 


"Oh, | know that. Sometimes | don't know what you are, but | know you're 
not the enemy, Nana." Terra stood, then walked over to where the two 
women were standing. She leaned in close to Paula, close enough that they 
were nearly chest to chest. "With the enemy, you know where you stand. 
With you, | have no clue anymore." Without taking her eyes off her 
grandmother, she called to her children. "Come on, boys. We have to get 
home. I've got work in the morning and you two have school. Neesa, you 
can join us if you'd like. | understand if you don't want to stick around 
here." 


"But, Mommy," Rinn interjected. "Daddy has the car." 
"We'll take a cab. Neesa?" 


Having been put on the spot, Neesa was unsure what she should say or do. 

Finally, she settled on going with Terra. "I guess you guys have stuff to work 

out." She gave Cheryl a hug, then paused in front of Paula. Remembering all 

Paula had done for her husband, presiding over his funeral and looking into 

his death, she threw her arms around the blonde Shadow Hunter in a huge 
embrace. "Thank you." 


126 


"You're welcome," Paula said stiffly. 


When the four of them were gone, Cheryl closed the door and turned to 

her guest. "He won't tell me anything right now. All | know is he's got all 

these puncture wounds on him, and he's just so weak. | don't know what 
happened to him." 


"Some things you're better off not knowing," Paula replied. / know all | need 
to know, and I have a certain double-crossing bitch that is in dire need of 
having a sword put through her. She took out a syringe and a vial of 
medicine from the pocket of her jacket. "Give this to him. It'll restore his 
abilities." 


"What?" Cheryl asked as she took the items. "Why... why doesn't he have 
them? Paula, what..." 


"Another gut feeling," she lied. She was the one who had taken his powers 
away, another condition of Lysette's when she agreed to trade Lucrecia 
Schwarzwind for the more renowned Raven Darkmoon. "If he had his 
abilities, he would have found his way to you much sooner, | would think. 
Now, | have to go. There is another matter in this sordid business to attend 
to." 


"Paula, wait. Tell me what's going on." 


"It's almost finished. When it is, I'll tell you everything. Bear with me a while 
longer, Cheryl. | beg of you." 


When Paula was outside, away from prying eyes, she walked around to the 
back of the house. Maybe it was the fact that she had a lot on her already 
overburdened mind, or perhaps she was just too tired, but when she 
opened the rift to her house in Norris Falls, she didn't even notice that 
another person followed her into it. 


* k 


Cheryl looked down at the syringe and vial in her hand. As a Shadow 
Hunter's wife, she was not unfamiliar with what she had to do. In the old 
days Shadow Hunters, or Guardians to the Raku, had their powers taken 
away sometimes as punishment when they went outside their own strict 

code. There were two types of drugs used in those days - one to take away 
abilities and one to restore them. The only piece of information Cheryl was 
missing was why Raven's powers had been taken from him in the first 
place. Knowing her husband like she did, she doubted it was something he 
allowed willingly. 


Sighing, she walked into the bedroom, where Raven was still sleeping. She 
sat down on the bed, then lightly tapped his arm. "Wake up, sweetie." 
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"What..." he asked sleepily. "Cheryl? What are you..." 


"Easy, sweetness. This is just something Paula dropped off to help you get 
your powers back," Cheryl explained. She filled the syringe with the 
medicine. "This isn't the first time I've given you this, remember?" 


Raven's eyes went to the bottle of green liquid. "Might want to make sure 
it's not poison or something." 


"It's not. Paula dropped it off," she repeated. Raven slowly held out his arm 
so she could administer the drug. She pressed the needle into the vein. 
"There we go. All finished. So, is there anything you'd like to tell me about 
what went on in the Nightlands?" 


"No. Now, stop asking. I'll tell you when I'm ready. Not before." 


The Raku sighed. "You're not doing yourself any good, you know. Fine. Go 
back to sleep." When he turned over to do just that, she followed up with, 
"Maybe you'll be in a more pleasant mood after you get some rest." 


She was almost out the door when he spoke. "I doubt it." 


She stopped, shook her head then left and closed the bedroom door behind 
her. 


* k 


Paula was in her house in the town of Norris Falls again, halfway across the 
world from the city of Trystania. More specifically, she was in her study, 
looking at the ornate crest hanging on the wall there. It depicted a red 
grffin on a white shield, they symbol of Lexford, the old banner she still had 
an oath of allegiance to. Crossed over the crest were her silver longswords, 
forged long ago by the Elves under Queen Aleth's rule. Queen Aleth had 
been a good friend of Paula's in the old days, having taught her the ways of 
meditation and methods of slowing down the body into a healing trance. 
Paula even had the tattoo of Aleth's people etched into her right forearm, 
one that identified her to Elves as an elf-friend, someone to be trusted and 
to be helped if needed. 


She slowly took down one of the gleaming blades, polished to a mirror 
sheen, reflecting on what it meant for her to pick it up again. A thin smile 
crossed her lips. She was Palutena Dario, daughter of the great knight Axis 
Dario, and was bred to be a warrior until the day she died. No matter how 
many ages she had seen come and go, no matter how hard she had lived, 

the warrior spirit would always dwell within her. Now, more than ever, she 
realized and welcomed it. 


Suddenly she heard movement behind her, and was very pleased to see 
that a few years of sitting behind a desk running a worldwide conglomerate 
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had not dulled her skill in the slightest. She swung the blade, which would 
have immediately cut down any ordinary intruder. However, she heard the 
ringing of steel before her eyes registered the blade that parried her attack. 
She was stunned to see Kage Masamune there, with Shourigezan at the 
ready. 


"Well, hi there, babycakes. Let's talk, shall we?" 


Chapter 25: Accusation 


Image: Kage Masamune 


Brady had to admit the situation didn't look good. Thanks to Devereaux's 
persuasive ways with both her personality and her pocketbook, he was able 
to sit in on the operation to remove the embedded shrapnel in one Lana 
Schwarzwind-Alexander but he felt as if his hands were tied. It was like 
looking in on something terrible you knew you could prevent, but was 
powerless to help. It irked him to remain quiet, watching the surgeons 
preparing their tools and the somewhat casual way they seemed to be 
doing their job. 


I'm new here, he thought. I'm new here and they don't like it. Still, | suppose 
if I am truly stuck here, if | am never able to go back home -and let's face it, 
why would I want to anyway, with everything that's happened- I guess I can 
tolerate it for a bit. That Devereaux woman seemed to really want me 
sitting in on this surgery, for whatever reason. Hm... 
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He was looking the patient over, keen eyes carefully scanning for any life- 
threatening errors these fools may have made, and he had to agree that 
while they did things in a rather disorganized and somewhat haphazard 
manner, the doctors performing the surgery were every bit as good as the 
average surgeons from his own world. 


Average, not good, he thought again, stepping aside so the chief surgeon 
could begin the removal process of the shrapnel. Just as he was beginning 
to relax, thinking the patient was in good hands, he saw something he 
didn't like. "Wait!" 


There was a sigh from the doctor. "Waiting any longer will only endanger 
her life. Miss Devereaux said you're a doctor as well. You should know this." 


"Yeah, | know, but if you start cutting there, you're going to damage healthy 
nerve tissue. Do you guys even have the Hippocratic oath here?" Brady 
said, a bit heated. When he saw the stunned look on the doctor's face, he 
continued. "The one you take when you become a doctor?" 


"Maybe that's how things are done where you're from, sir, but here we 
follow the healer's code. That code tells me to remove any and all things 
that bring harm to the patient, as soon as possible to prevent further risk." 


"Yeah, but if you cut there-" Brady replied, pointing with a gloved hand to 

the area above the shoulders. "You're going to do more harm than good. 

The shrapnel is down here, a few inches below where you're wanting to 
cut." 


"Are you trying to tell me how to do my job?" 


The surgeon, Dr. Ross, pressed his chest against Brady's, perhaps in an 
effort to cow him. However, Brady was not considered a quiet and 
softspoken man where he came from, especially when it came to doctors 
who let their pride get in the way of saving lives. "When it comes to the 
difference between crippling a patient even more than you have to, hell 
yes! You cut there, and she won't be able to use her arms or hands 
anymore!" 


"Her husband has already been informed of the consequences of the 
surgery. He is willing to risk that to save his wife's life!" Ross bellowed back. 


"You dumbass! Has he been informed that crippling her further would 
solely be due to your incompetence? There's no need for the woman to 
lose the use of her hands and arms when | can safely remove the shrapnel 
myself. Yeah, she'll still be paralyzed but only from the waist down. Look at 
these wounds! The ones near the top are superficial, will have minor 
scarring but they'll not impair her use of the upper limbs. That piece..." he 
pointed again. "And that piece... they're not embedded deep enough to do 
permanent nerve harm. If you start cutting her up there, you'll sure as hell 
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cause some." 


"Let's just take this up with her husband," Ross said confidently. "I don't 
have to stand here listening to some intern tell me how to do my job!" 


"Yes, let's!" Brady agreed. "I'm sure he'll be mighty damned interested in 
hearing how you want to cripple his wife when there's no need to!" 


"Doctors, please!" The nurse called on to assist with the surgery 
reprimanded them. "We have a patient here, two if you count her mother 
down the hall in the recovery room. If you must ask the patient's husband 

who should perform the operation, then do so quietly. This is a hospital, 
remember?" 


"Keep her there. I'll be right back," Ross replied, glaring at Brady. "Six years 
serving as her majesty's chief healer and he doesn't think I'm qualified..." 
He mumbled the rest incoherently as he followed Brady to the waiting 
room to talk to Stephen Alexander. 


* k 


Paula watched as the smiling Kage sheathed his sword. She had lived with 
him long enough to know that he was more dangerous with the blade 
sheathed than when he had it drawn. She also knew that even though he 
was smiling, he was definitely not in a good mood. Not one to be 
intimidated, she ventured an ultimatum. 


"Move out of the way, before | move you myself." 


Kage responded by tapping into his telekinesis ability, a skill he had 
nurtured while working as a Shinra agent on Earth, honing it to nearly 
godlike levels. Paula felt an immense pull on her sword, and an instant later 
it was flung to the side carelessly. Kage seemed to exert no more effort 
than a child tossing a ball across the room. "I'm not moving until | get the 
full story on what's going on with you. Hiding things from us, from me, 
losing your temper with Janine... none of this is like you at all." 


"And you would be the authority on that, would you?" 


"I'd like to think | know the woman I've been sleeping with for the past four 


years," Kage replied. "Who knows? Maybe | don't." He lost the smile, his 
eyes narrowing in anger. "Secrets... nothing good comes from keeping 


them. Whatever is causing you to behave so erratically-" 


"Enough!" Paula bellowed, her voice ringing throughout the room. "I am 
tired of being accused! If you don't like the way | conduct myself, Kage 
Masamune, pack your shit and get out of my house! That goes for Janine as 

well!" 


Kage raised an eyebrow quizzically. "Accuse? I'm not accusing you, 
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babycakes. | see you like this, and | know it's not who you are, and all | am 
trying to do is figure out what could tear at you to... huh?" Paula had 
turned away from him, but he could clearly hear her weeping. The weight 
of everything she had done, the loss of Kyle, the betrayal of her own flesh 
and blood, was finally taking its toll. 


"Just...go. Get out," she said softly. When he didn't move, she screamed, "I 
said GO!" 


Kage smirked, then turned as if to leave. Instead, he locked the door, then 
calmly walked over to her. He couldn't leave her even if he wanted to. "Let 
me shoulder your burden a while, Paula. You've packed it much too long." 
He tentatively reached out a hand to touch her shoulder. To his surprise she 
didn't push him away but instead, drew even closer. 


"| have to go," she said, and Kage felt the warmth of her overflowing tears 
through the silk shirt he wore. "I have something that | need to do alone." 


He hugged her tightly. "Sure," he whispered to her. "But not alone. You're 
never alone. You would do well to remember that, Paula, and you damn 
well better remember it. | am coming with you, whether you like it or not." 


"Hmph. Let's put this on record, because | don’t like it. You have nothing in 
this," Paula said with a sniffle. 


"| have plenty in this," Kage objected. "Something is eating you up inside, 
and | will be damned if | allow this to continue. Now, where are we going?" 


"The Nightlands," Paula said, lightly pulling away from him to retrieve her 
sword. A smile appeared on her tired and careworn face. "You know, it 
might be a good thing to have you along, after all. It's not every day I kill a 
Nightlord in her own domain." 


"A Nightlord, eh? All right, but why?" 
"Because the lying bitch hurt my son when she said she wouldn't." 


Kage listened as she explained about her betrayal of Raven, how Lysette 
treated her prisoners, the trade she had made to secure a lost comrade, 
Lucrecia Schwarzwind, and finally, her failure to locate the car bomber who 
had killed Kyle Schwarzwind and who knew how many others, the one 
simply known as Thermobaric. 


"And when I am finished with Lysette, then | will put all my efforts into 
finding Kyle's killer. Still feel like shouldering my burden, Kage?" 


He nodded. "Yeah. And when we're finished, you'll tell me the details. Why 
you didn't think you could come to me with this...it's absurd." 


"I'm not used to asking for help." 
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"Well, after this you better get used to it. Open the portal, or rift, or 
whatever you call it, and let's go." 


Chapter 26: Kage Vs. Castor 


Mina Bree sat at her desk, absently turning over the small metallic disc 
Paula had given her, wondering if she should have waited before revealing 
what her agents had discovered about it. The disc was a radio signal 
receiver, normally built into every current automobile rolling off the 
assembly lines at Westcross and Langster, the two major cities that 
manufactured them. Ordinarily, it would seem to have little to do with the 
tragic incident that had claimed Kyle Schwarzwind's life, but Mina's agents 
had been thorough in their research, and that research suggested that 
radio waves could also be used as a type of remote detonator. 


And Thermobaric knows enough about cars to use this information? Mina 
thought. Somehow, that seems incredible absurd, and yet, weirdly accurate. 
Who knows what is going on in that mad bomber's head? It would be easier 

if I knew what he looked like, or where he lives, or- 


The door opened, and Santiago Dupre entered. Mina gave him a look of 
annoyance. "Do you have anything new to report on Thermobaric?" 


"Nope. Didja give the Chief a call?" 
"| thought I told you. l'm the head of this organization now." 


Santiago gave her a lopsided grin, then snapped his fingers. "Yeah, yeah. 
Give me a break. It's an old habit of mine. But did you give her a call?" 


"| clued her in. None of it seems to be helping find this Thermobaric. | guess 
next we'll look into what the local Trystanian police have," Mina said, then 
gently placed the disc on her desk. "Anything out of Lexford?" 


"Something about a new skystation being built. Still no word on its purpose, 
though," Santiago replied. "We already know that can't be good. | hear 
they're bringing in some people to oversee construction, and the public 

Westcross-Lexford roads have been closed until they arrive. Whatever it is, 

it's big." 
"Well, one problem at a time. First let's deal with the bomber. Go pay our 
cop informant a visit." 


* K 


Stephen was getting impatient. It was now almost six hours since they 
wheeled his wife into the operating room, and he had a feeling that he 
should have heard something by now. He stopped pacing long enough to 
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look down the empty, illuminated hallway, then went back to wearing out 
the cheap carpet. Montague could tell how upset his friend was getting. 


"Maybe they're still working on her," he suggested. 


"Yeah," Stephen acknowledged. "Or maybe they don't know what the hell 
they're doing, either." 


"Well, I-" Montague started to say don't know about that, but the sight of 
two men rushing hurriedly down the hallway silenced him. One was the 
man Paula had told them about, and to Montague he looked confident, 

almost smug. The other man, short, older, greying at the temples, was the 

man he recognized as being Katrina Hospital's chief surgeon, Dr. Ross. He 
looked flustered. 


"Mr. Alexander, a word with you please!" he said to Stephen, who glanced 
quickly at Montague, then back at Ross. 


"What is it? Is Lana all right? Did she make it?" 


"She's still being prepped. This man, here-" Ross said, with a quick jerk of 
his head to indicate he meant his companion, Brady. "He is not willing to let 
me go through with the surgery." 


Stephen raised an eyebrow. "Why not? What's going on..." 


"| want to remove the shrapnel in her. In order to do that, | have to cut her 
open and take out the pieces." 


"Yeah. We discussed this already. So why haven't you done it yet?" 


Now it was Brady's turn to speak. "This quack's way of doing things is going 
to permanently cripple her. She'll never use her arms and legs again." 


Stephen glanced again at Montague. "Yeah, again, we've already discussed 
this. I'm willing to do this to save Lana's life." 


"What if | were to tell you... | can take out the shrapnel in a way that will at 
least allow her to keep the use of her arms and hands?" Brady asked. 


Stephen's eyes narrowed. "Is that what you're telling me?" 


"I'm confident I can do it. Problem is, this guy here just wants to cut her 
open without even trying it my way." 


Ross huffed and muttered under his breath. Then he said, nearly shouting, 
"You are not a doctor here! You are just someone who was permitted to 
watch the surgery because of that businesswoman's deep pockets!" 


"Excuse me," Janine Trent spoke up. "If Paula Devereaux believes that much 
in him, then maybe he knows what he's talking about, sir. She doesn't, if 
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you'll excuse the expression, back a losing venture." 
"But!" Ross exclaimed. 


"But nothing," Stephen whispered. He sounded angry. "If you can do that, 
then you have my permission. You two have got to be fucking shitting me! 
Instead of sitting out here arguing over who's more qualified, get back in 
there and save my wife! Oh yeah... Brady, was it?" 


"Yes," Brady answered, not liking the mad look in Stephen's eyes. 


"If you can't do what you claim, then I don't care if you are the son of a 
friend, | don't care how much faith Granny Devereaux has in you, if you 
can't do what you say, then you'd best not cross my path again." 


"Easy, man," Montague said, clapping his friend on the shoulder. 


"Nothing is easy, anymore. If that was Terra in there instead you'd feel the 
same way. | lost a friend to that bomber. I'm not about to lose my wife, 
too," Stephen replied, glaring. "And you, Dr. Ross... don't hinder him. Help 
as much as you can, please." He gave Brady a final, determined look. "Do 

it." 


"Nothing to worry about, Mr. Alexander. She's in good hands...now," Brady 
replied with a nod. 


* k 


Kage wondered why the air in the place Paula had opened her rift to 
smelled of death. He reasoned it must have something to do with the 
person she was after, this Nightlord. He had never heard Paula mention 
them before, but having been an agent for Earth's secret monster hunting 
Shinra organization, he proceeded with confidence and caution. Being a 
telepath with telekinetic abilities, he was a strong psychic and knew the evil 
intensity in the atmosphere wasn't simply his imagination. 


"Shh. | hear someone," Paula whispered to him as they came to a door. Her 
brow furrowed. "Someone coming in here." She stepped to the side of the 
door as her companion did the same on the opposite side. Kage had 
Shourigezan drawn and ready. The door opened slightly, and that's when 
Paula saw her chance. She grabbed the wrist of the visitor and pulled him 
into the room. It was more difficult than she thought it would be, because 
the person she pulled into the room wasn't really a person at all. 


What they saw was a tall figure in armor darker than blackest night, with 
huge spikes protruding from the shoulders. His long ebony hair flowed 
carelessly down his back, and in his hands was a blade nearly twice as long 
as Shourigezan. "Guests, eh?" 
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"Well, | guess you're not the person we came to see," Kage uttered. 


"He's not," Paula replied, then pointed her sword at the odd, humanlike 
creature. "Tell me where Lysette is, and | won't kill you." 


"Her Ladyship is sleeping right now. Indeed, I've been told to expect you 
sooner or later. Forgive me for my rudeness. My name is Castor, Chief 
Attendant of Lady Lysette and steward of her interests." 


"Okay, Castor. Why don't you go tell your mistress we have business to 
tend to? She went back on our deal." 


"| see. This is about your son," Castor said thoughtfully. "Why, you should 
be grateful he's still alive. If it were up to me | would have torn him to 
shreds and feasted on his innards long ago." 


"None of this is getting us anywhere," Kage interjected. He raised his 
sword. "Paula, why don't you go find your friend. I'll take care of this one." 


She wanted to tell him what a fool he was, that he knew nothing about the 
enemy and was about to throw his life away for nothing, when she 
remembered. Years ago, when she imposed her own self exile on Earth, she 
garnered the attention of Shinra, and Kaiza, the head of the ancient 
organization, wanted to know Paula's purpose in remaining on Earth when 
her work with them was seemingly finished. He assigned his longtime friend 
Kage Masamune to keep watch on her and to offer assistance if it was 
needed. After all, Paula and Kaiza had worked together before and there 
was no reason to distrust her motives. 


During that time all hell broke loose, as a mysterious illness hit and hit hard, 
turning ordinary people into the walking dead. Through his normal 
investigations, Kage discovered it was the work of Legion, the antithesis to 
Shinra. Having found their nemesis in Kage, they attacked the university 
where he worked undercover as Professor Harold Greer. They slaughtered 
many of the faculty and students, and seeing no other choice, Kage faced 
down their leader, Shintai the Reaper. His only surviving student, Janine 
Trent, saw who he really was that day, and after dealing the Reaper a 
crippling blow, she and Kage escaped. He led her to the cheap motel where 
Paula had holed up temporarily, and after that, they spent the next three 
years on the run as the horrible virus effects multiplied exponentially. 


After saving her life twice, Paula finally gave in and told Kage her story, how 
she had killed her son due to the careful scheming of Simon Trent, Janine's 
father. She told them how she had come back to finish what Raven had 
started, to pick up the pieces of the mess he left. Putting the facts of the 
stories together, the trio assumed new identities for themselves and 
successfully avoided Legion until the rogue group was put down with their 
help and Shinra. 
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"All right, but you be careful," she said, then proceeded through the 
doorway and down the hall to find pursue her quarry. 


"Now that she's out of the way, let's you and | get something straight," 
Kage said to Castor. "You can't beat me. I've dealt with your kind a hundred 
times before." 


Castor bared gleaming fangs in the torchlight of the room. He sliced 
through the air quickly, and Kage jumped back a couple of feet to avoid 
being decapitated. "Your overconfidence will be your undoing." 


"Talk, talk, talk. I'm still not seeing anything new." 


"Then maybe you'd prefer not seeing anything at all!" With that, he 
performed another quick slash, extinguishing the torches. The strength 
behind the tactic was formidable, Kage had to admit. 


"Hmph. Is that all you've got?" Using his telepathic abilities, the former 
Shinra agent found he could easily read what passed for Castor's mind and 
see his every move. It was child's play for him to access the memories of 
the fanged creature to get a perfect image of the room. That, coupled with 
Castor practically telegraphing his every attack, allowed Kage to battle him 
easily. 


Kage brought up Shourigezan to bat aside a powerful thrust made by his 
assailant, then decided he had better end this. Using his telekinesis, he 
slammed Castor into the wall. The sound rang throughout the ancient 

castle. Sensing that Castor was merely stunned for a moment, Kage pulled 
him away and did it again, only much harder. He did this a couple more 
times, until he could smell the blood in the pitch black room. Castor's 
thoughts were scrambled, and Kage raised his sword for the final blow. 
That's when he made a mistake. 


Castor let out a strange howl, then swiped at Kage with his fist. He was 
knocked backward, and failed to keep his footing as he landed on his ass, 
winded. Castor had a lot more power behind his attack than ever before, 

and Kage thought he knew the reason why. The creature's mind wasn't 

scrambled due to the pounding he had taken, but because Castor had 
somehow reverted to a primitive, more powerful form. 


"Left that out of the description for Nightlords, eh, Paula?" He muttered to 
himself as Castor ran to him for the kill. Summoning the last of his strength, 
Kage threw Shourigezan at the creature. Thanks to the telekinetic boost 
Kage had given it, the force of the assault threw his opponent back hard 
enough to break through the stone wall. 


Kage weakly stood, then walked over and pulled the silver sword from the 
dying monster. His head throbbed, as it usually did when he overused his 
abilities. As he turned away to go after Paula, he felt something shift in his 
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mind. His link to Castor was telling him that the foul creature was 
regenerating! 


"Not today, my friend," Kage whispered, then sheathed his sword. He was 
in a neutral stance, concentrating as hard as he could. What followed was a 
technique he had carefully developed using a form of telekinetic shield. 
Normally it was a defense against projectiles but it had another use. When 
he had gathered as much strength as he could, he released it, pushing the 
shield out very quickly. The air crackled with energy as the shield exploded, 
turning Castor into monster kibble. 


Exhausted, Kage fell to the floor, unconscious. 


Chapter 27: Showdown With The Demon 


Image: Lysette's true form 


"Don't sweat it," Terra said to Neesa, who had been moping on the couch in 
Terra's flat for over an hour. The bear Raku had barely said a word during 
the cab ride. "You didn't say anything to my father that he didn't need to 

hear." 


"That doesn't stop me from feeling badly about it. | lost my temper," Neesa 
responded, only to be cut off by her longtime friend. 


"With everything you've been through, I can't blame you, and if it makes 
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you feel better, | doubt Dad's mad at you. Me and Mom, maybe, but not 
you." 


"Well, thinking on it, maybe we were a little hard on him. How do you think 
he got in the shape he was in?" Neesa asked. "He really seemed out of it, 
snapping at Aunt Cheryl like that. | don't recall him ever doing that before." 


"Yeah, that was a little weird. He doesn't like to see her cry. Hell, he's 
probably already kicking himself for it. Maybe I'll give them a call, see what 
| can do to patch this up. | guess Nana and Dad are just going to go on 
keeping secrets anyway, so | may as well bite the bullet and fix what I can 
on my end," Terra replied with a sigh. 


"Aw, Grampa is just being Grampa," Rinn offered. "He probably beat up all 
kinds of monsters and he's just pooped out." 


Terra smiled at her son. "Go and take your bath. You two wingnuts have 
school tomorrow, and | have work." There was the usual groaning from the 
pair. "None of that. | know, | know. It's such a big surprise you have to 
bathe every night. Huge fricking surprise. Rinn, you first, then you, Jace. Go 
on now, squirts, so Mom and Aunt Neesa can chat." 


Both the children grumbled as they left to do as their mother asked. 


"Life goes on, huh?" Neesa asked with only a twinge of sadness. She rubbed 
under her stomach gently. "It's going to be hard, raising mine with his 
daddy gone." 


Terra quickly hugged her friend. "Might be tough, but you're not alone, 
Sissy," she whispered, and could feel the stinging tears running down her 
cheeks even as Neesa's own soaked into her shoulder. "You'll never have to 
be alone, not now, not ever." 


"| just hope he turns out as well as your cubs." 


With that, Terra chuckled. "Oh good gods, | hope he can do better than 
that!" 


* k 


As Paula moved through the torchlit corridors, venturing even deeper into 
Lysette's twisted castle, she couldn't help but think about the last four 
months that had brought her to this point. The more she thought about it, 
the more she began to understand that while her deal had allowed her to 
rescue a friend long missing, it had also done great and perhaps, permanent 
harm to the trust her many other friends had in her. She had been terribly 
evasive, not outright lying to them, but lying by omission, and she was 
feeling the repercussions of doing that keenly. Remorse, guilt, whatever 
you wanted to call it, and it was wearing her down. She had to finish this or 
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it would crush even her nigh indomitable spirit. 


Terra caught on to my bullshit quickly enough. Girl was always smart about 
these things, she thought, listening to the eerie silence. She stopped for a 
moment, wondering why she could no longer hear the battle between Kage 
and Castor. Torn between her desire for vengeance and concern for her 
lover, she experienced something she rarely ever did - a moment of 

indecision. Should she go back, or focus on taking down Lysette? 


Thoughts of what the monster had done to Lucrecia and Raven spurred her 
on toward her goal. She would have to worry about Kage later. 


Another winding passageway later, Paula noticed that the entire castle 
seemed to be designed to confuse. She tried to remember the layout of the 
rooms she had visited before, but her memory was foggy and unclear. She 
attributed it at first to the pressure, the stress she had been under for the 

past four months. 


Never again, she vowed to herself. No matter what happens, no matter 
what I need or how much I need it, I'll never do this to you again. To you or 
to me. 


She took a few more paces, the sound of her boots echoing on the grimy 
stone floor the only sound in her ears. It was then she realized that the 
hallway expanded into a rotund room at the end. Sensing her target was 

near, she broke into a run with her sword drawn. 


When Paula made it into the room the first thing she noticed was a round 
table with a seeing crystal on it. She had seen them many times in her long 
and colorful career as a Shadow Hunter, and her first instinct was to 
destroy it. However, that wasn't why she was there. Her steely grey eyes 
quickly assessed the rest of the room. The only other item of interest was a 
large black shell hanging on the wall. The closer Paula got to it, the more 
certain she was that it was in fact part of the wall. A few more steps, and 

she saw that the "shell" was split open. It reminded her of an egg. Just as 
she was processing that information, she heard a sound above her and 
scarcely managed to jump aside as someone - or something - dropped 
down from the ceiling. 


"Your arrival woke me," Lysette said, and Paula barely recognized her. 

Lysette was now sporting enormous leathery wings, demonic-looking horns 
on her head, and unnaturally elongated claws. Her bright red hair was now 
a dull maroon color, and her eyes seemed devoid of any sign of humanity. 


But of course, since she's not human, Paula thought even as she drew her 
sword. "Wow, Lysette. You've really let yourself go." 


"This is the true form of us Nightlords, human," Lysette explained. "In the 
ancient days long before you and your parasitic race was hatched into this 
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world, it belonged to us. When Valladia was given the power to sustain 
your kind, it did something to us... made us into weaker life forms. Since 
then, we Nightlords have looked to evolve past our need to feed, our need 
to depend on you insects for our sustenance. My father, Lord Faine, and the 
others had all failed, and allowed their other interests to take priority, but | 
never did. | had an idea when | found that my powers increased after 
feeding on the one you call Lucrecia. However..." 


"Does this story have a point?" Paula asked, secretly wondering if Lysette's 
new form had a weakness. 


"Ah, you wish to bait me, hoping | make a mistake so you may capitalize on 

it? | have no weakness, woman. Not anymore. Thanks to the blood of your 

Shadow Hunter friends, I've hit a new plateau of power, one that has not 
been seen for ages." 


"My son," Paula said simply. 


"Hm? He is not here. He was released once | had no more need of him. He 
was only good for food and the occasional game." 


"You reneged on our deal. | remember the agreement being that he was 
not to be harmed in any way." 


Suddenly Lysette laughed. Paula grimaced at the sound, which sounded 
somewhere between nails on a chalkboard and a cackling only the witches 
of old could muster. "I don't know who the bigger fool is, him or you. And 

now you seek vengeance for him?" 


"I'm the bigger fool, for striking a bargain with you in the first place," Paula 
replied, the beginning of a plan forming in her mind. "You left him alive, but 
weakened. You tormented him." 


"He was bound by useless morals. He was the instrument of his own 
torture, human." 


"You know, somehow | seriously doubt that. How about | do a little dental 
work on you, you fanged bitch?" Paula smiled, assuming a stance many of 
her enemies would have recognized had any of them survived their 
encounter with it. She stepped back with her left foot, the tip of her sword 
aimed directly for Lysette's heart. "I'll make sure you don't bite anyone ever 
again!" 


"Look around you fool! All around us is endless night. What hope do you 
have against someone like me?" Lysette asked, even as Paula let out a 
bloodcurdling scream. Suddenly the Shadow Hunter disappeared, and a 
howling wind beat Lysette's wings, the power of which was pushing her 
back. "You can't...ooof!" 
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The Nightlord felt seven different blows at once. Despite all her power and 
boasting, with each of those blows came weakness and pain. It was like 
being hit in the chest by a forty pound sledgehammer. Lysette was thrown 
into the far corner of the room by the impact. 


When Paula reappeared, she studied her work carefully, then sheathed her 

sword. She casually walked over to where Lysette was, then reached down 

and took the Nightlord's chin in her hand. Blood was oozing down Lysette's 
chin, into Paula's hand. The attack was fatal. 


"Look down at your chest, Lysette." 


All Lysette could do was struggle to speak. Every time she tried to form 
words, the pain silenced her. "I... ugh...what..." 


Paula looked directly into the creature's eyes. "A little something | picked 
up from my excursions in another world. Lucrecia always said that her God 
is the one true God. There's apparently some truth to that, as no matter 
where | am, no matter what | fight, no true evil entity can withstand His 
power." Lysette weakly glanced down to see the shape of a cross, which 
was beginning to glow. "Farewell, demon. Oh yes..." Paula reached into the 
dying Nightlord's mouth, and pulled sharply. "You won't be needing these 
anymore." 


She tossed the bloody fangs of her adversary to the floor as she turned 
away, ignoring Lysette's final screams as she died. As an afterthought, she 
looked at the desk where the seeing crystal sat. She saw a strange mist 
forming inside it, swirls of black and grey. Quickly she drew her sword and 
brought the blade down with all her might, shattering the crystal into 
powder. She had no more time for Lysette or her trinkets; now she was 
worried about Kage, especially since she couldn't hear him anymore. 


Paula broke into a run, wanting nothing more than to get Kage out of the 
castle, out of the Nightlands. She turned through the mazelike interior, 
running on her instincts alone, stopping when she came to the room where 
she had left him. 


She slowed down to a brisk walk, her leg muscles burning with fatigue, then 
came to a stop. Lying on the floor was Kage's still form. 


No, she thought in horror, then shouted it. "NO!" She fell to her knees 
beside her lover. "Kage? Kage! What have | done? Kage!" When he didn't 
answer, she hugged him close, flashing eerily back to a similar situation not 
so long ago, when Raven had died, bleeding out under the moon into her 
arms. "I'm sor- sorry..." She said, letting her tears flow freely. "Kage, I'm 
sorry..." 


"Unnnh... Janine, get the camera... Paula's apologizing... gotta catch this 
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moment... for posterity..." Kage whispered weakly. 
"Kage?" Paula said, with new hope filling her. "Are you okay?" 
"Yeah. Yeah, babycakes...why wouldn't | be?" 
"| don't... I... | thought I lost you!" 


Kage laughed, then groaned. "Nah, I'm... okay. A little rest and I'll be fine. 
It's not the first time I've done this. Ohh... please babycakes, open up a 
doorway and get us out of here. I've had enough of the shitty decorum and 
hostile residents." 


"You got it, sweetheart." 
"Sweetheart? | can't tell if that's a step up, or a step down..." 
Paula smirked. "Shut up, asshole, so | can concentrate." 


"Ah...hahaha... there we go... now | know where | stand." 


Chapter 28: The Price of Betrayal 


Image: Cheryl Darkmoon 


The days went by slowly. Lana's operation had largely been a success, but 
the recovery was trying, not only for her, but for her mother Lucrecia, who 
spent every waking moment beside her. Lucrecia was given some medicine 
to ease her weariness but there was no drug that could ease the pain in her 
heart. When she wasn't talking to the sleeping Lana, she was praying for 
her, and for the son that she lost, Kyle. 


Paula dropped by twice, once to check on Lana's progress with Stephen and 
once to have a talk with Lucrecia. The chat had been tense at first, but 
Lucrecia soon decided it was a waste of energy being angry with her. Their 
long friendship with each other trumped her anger, and Paula hoped they 
could soon put the terrible incidents behind them. 


"How goes it?" Paula asked her friend. 


"No change," Lucrecia replied, glancing over at the machines that were 


143 


hooked up to her daughter. "I guess that's good. At least her heart's steady 
and strong. That's something." 


"Yes." 


"Stephen is dropping by after work. He's been spending time with me, 
helping me keep my sanity and watching over her... | missed their wedding, 
| missed Kyle's wedding, his funeral... | missed a lot where my children are 
concerned." 


"I'm sure they understand," Paula said gently. "Call me if there are any 
changes in her condition. How are you feeling, health-wise?" She was very 
careful with the way she worded her concern. The last time she asked, she 
was met with more of Lucrecia's righteous (and awesome) anger with the 

latter asking how did she think she felt. 


"I'm all right. I stay tired, but | console myself that it is nothing compared 
to what my children have endured." 


Not knowing a good way to respond to that statement, Paula simply asked, 
"Is there anything | can bring you to make things a little better for you 
here? I'll drop by again this evening but first | have to visit Raven and see 
how he's doing. He refuses to come to the hospital to be looked over." 


Lucrecia shook her head at first, then held up her hand. "Wait, yes. | don't 
know what's going on in the world these days. I'd like to get a look at the 
current laws of the Empire, since | haven't been around to help keep track 
of them. Besides, | hear Cheryl isn't the Empress anymore, and that we are 
all living dangerously out here in Trystania." 


"That's correct." Paula assumed it was Stephen who had brought the pretty 
Shadow Hunter up to speed on the "new" Empire led by Styphon the Black. 
"I can bring you the latest law books. They shouldn't be hard to get a hold 
of, since all the provinces have to keep up to date on Imperial law." 


"I'd like to get a look at those books, and maybe bring something to eat 
that's home cooked for a change. Hospital food is sustaining, but that's 
about all it is. Oh, and say hello to Raven for me." 


"I can do that," Paula said. At the mention of her son's name the butterflies 
in her gut returned. She had a feeling the meeting with her son wasn't 
going to go well, since Cheryl said he was distancing himself from everyone. 
Paula knew her betrayal was the primary reason for that behavior, and it 
was something she was determined to make right. 


* k 


Cheryl had spent the slow days being confused. Every time she tried to get 
close to her husband, he either left the room or moved away from her. He 
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wasn't even sleeping in the same bed with her, preferring the small guest 
room in their flat and that was why Cheryl began to fear for their 
relationship. If there was one thing Raven always wanted upon returning 
home, it was to spend time with her. 


He wouldn't talk to her, no matter the topic. She did notice he was 
unusually sleepy all the time, rousing himself long enough to go to the 
bathroom, shower, or eat (which was a feat in and of itself currently.) The 
one time Terra dropped in to check on them he had told her everything was 
fine, then excused himself so he could sleep. Both Cheryl's patience with 
her husband and her nerves were frayed. On the very day Paula decided to 
pay them a visit, things had finally come to a head between the Raku and 
her husband. 


"What are you doing?" Raven had asked on one of his trips to the 
bathroom. He was wearing a sweater and always seemed to shiver even in 
the humid Trystania summer. 


"What do you care?" Cheryl snapped, opening the novel she had selected 
to spend the morning reading. "I thought | may as well catch up on my 
reading and do something worthwhile with my time instead of wasting 

another day trying to get you to talk to me." 


"I... can't. Cheryl, I'm sorry, but I just can't, not about what happened in 
the Nightlands." 


"Hmph! That might have flown back then, buster, when you had to work in 
secret, but not anymore. I've been through enough that I've earned the 
right to know more about what goes on, what happens to you when you're 
away for so long." 


Instead of answering her, he simply went to the bathroom. Upon his return, 
he found she wasn't finished. 


"We agreed that there would be no more secrets!" 


"What the hell do you want me to say, Cheryl? Huh?" He shouted back. "Did 
you ever stop to think that maybe we're both better off with you not 
knowing what went on out there?" 


She allowed herself to flinch at his raised voice only briefly, then quickly 
retaliated. "No! No, I didn't, because how does keeping secrets from each 
other make us better off?" 


Raven sighed, pressing the heel of his hand to his forehead, trying in vain to 
stop the rising ache there. "I'm tired. I'm tired and | am done. | am not 
talking about this with you. I'm going back to bed." 


"So go! Sweet fucking dreams!" Cheryl shouted back, on the verge of tears. 
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"| guess any place is good as long as I'm not there with you, right? I-" The 
Raku was cut off by the sound of the doorbell. "Oh, now what? Who is it?" 
She called out, trying hard not to let her anger seep into her voice. After all, 
it wasn't the visitor's fault she was arguing with her husband. 


"Paula. May | come in?" 


"Oh...yes, just a moment..." Cheryl said, noting that Raven had stopped at 
the bedroom door. "Good. Maybe Paula can talk some sense into you." 


"Ah. My dear, sweet mother. Just the person | wanted to see," Raven said 
darkly, then went into the bedroom. 


* k k 


The first thing that entered Cheryl's mind upon opening the door was how 
strangely anxious Paula seemed to be. Thanks to her ability as Vel'Faya, she 
could sense her mother-in-law's uncertainty quite clearly. Paula was usually 
put together, clear on what she had to do and would often set out to do it 
as quickly as humanly possible, but not today. Today, from what the Raku 
could tell, Paula was not only unsure about coming to her home but also a 
little fearful. Cheryl also felt the woman's guilt and sorrow. 


"Mother Paula, are you all right?" 


"I'm fine. I just came from the hospital. Lana's recovering rather nicely, as is 
Lucrecia, albeit very slowly," Paula replied. She looked at the bedroom 
door, dreading the encounter she knew she would have to initiate. 
"Lucrecia sends her regards. How is Raven? Has he spoken to you?" 


"No. He won't tell me anything. I think... Paula, | think he's sick. | know his 
wounds don't seem to be healing at all and he refuses to let me help with 
that. Something terrible happened to him in the Nightlands, I'm sure of that 
much. I... wait, you went with him. Can't you tell me anything?" 


Paula sighed. "Let me talk to him. Maybe we'll both find out what happened 
to him there." 


"But..." Cheryl said, wanting desperately to know more. Finally she 
relented. "All right. He said he wanted to see you. He's in the bedroom. | 
guess you can go in." 


"Thank you." 


After Paula went to the bedroom, Cheryl saw the door close. She took that 
as her opportunity to get the answers she sought. Nervously, she pressed 
her large fox ear to the door to listen. She felt something strange coming 
from the room, something menacing, and it frightened her. However, she 

remained as calm as she could. 
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The instant Paula stepped into the bedroom and closed the door, she heard 
a clicking sound. She cautiously reached over and flipped the light switch 
on, filling the darkened bedroom with bright light. What she saw chilled her 
blood. 


Raven was sitting at the foot of the bed facing the doorway. Paula 
discovered instantly the source of the clicking sound. Her son had 
summoned the gun he used from its pocket dimension and had cocked the 
hammer. 


"You'd have probably never given me back my abilities if you knew doing so 
was going to cost you your life," he said, training the weapon on her. "But 
then, foresight was never your strong suit. That became evident when you 

left me to die in that hell hole." 


"Son..." 


"SHUT...UP!" He yelled at her, jumping to his feet. Not once did the gun 
waver as he did so. "You don't get to call me that, not after what you did to 
me!" 


"You're right." 


"It's a damned shame," Raven said, his voice shaky. "I always had respect 

for you, always figured you had good reasons for what you did, but now | 

know the truth. You're just as bad as they are. A goddamned monster who 
deserves to die. I... what?" 


Paula felt the wetness on her cheeks, the hot tears flowing freely down her 
face even as she stepped toward her son. "Again, you are right. | don't 
deserve to be forgiven for what I've done to you, but know that | never 

would have done it if there was any other way." 


"More of your lies?" Raven asked. 


"No," Paula answered. She took a couple more steps, until she was directly 
in front of him. "Lysette had Lucrecia, and unfortunately | faltered. | should 
have slain her from the beginning, but | was unsure, | doubted myself. | 
didn't think | could defeat her there, so she made me an offer - she would 
release Lucrecia if | brought you to her. It was only to be for a few 
months..." 


Raven was breathing heavily now, trying hard to hold on to his temper. 
"And what? You couldn't have told me, maybe at least warn me about what 
you were going to do?" 


"| didn't know if she shared her father Keldred's ability to read minds. The 
tradeoff had to be genuine." 


Raven nodded. "I see. Thanks for the explanation, but it's not going to save 
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you. 


"I know," Paula said softly, then to Raven's surprise, she took hold of the 

hand holding the gun. She let out a deep breath, then brought her son's 

hand up to level the barrel of the gun to her forehead. "I'm done. Go ahead 

and do what you have to do, and remember that no matter what happens, 
I'll always love you." 


Raven pressed the gun to her head for a few painfully agonizing moments. 
He saw Paula close her eyes, waiting for death to embrace her. Raven 
watched the tears continue to flow, and finally made his decision. 


"Get out of here," he whispered, his own tears beginning to stream down. 
He threw the gun to the floor. "Just get out of here before | change my 
mind." 


Chapter 29: Facing The Darkness 


Image: Cheryl Darkmoon 


The instant Cheryl heard Paula move in the other room, she pulled back, 
appalled at what she had eavesdropped on. All the time that passed, four 
months since Paula and Raven's sojourn to the Nightlands, and Paula had 
known all along. She had known because she was the mastermind behind 
the whole thing. She intentionally betrayed her son to an enemy. That she 
did it to rescue Lucrecia was of little importance to Cheryl. All she knew was 
that her mother-in-law, in her desperation, had broken one of the prime 
tenets of a Shadow Hunter - never betray a comrade. The Raku was having 
trouble finding her tongue after absorbing the truth she heard, and Paula 
was walking quickly past her to the door and was nearly out of it before 
Cheryl regained her ability to speak. 


"No... wait, stop!" 


Paula continued to the door, hurriedly twisting the knob, unable to 
withstand being in the home of her family any longer. 


"| said, stop, Captain 


Those words, spoken with an air of authority behind them, caused the 
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shamed Paula to freeze in her tracks. She turned, and saw that although 
Cheryl was dressed in humble, casual attire, she still exuded that presence, 
that of the Empress. The thunder in her voice, the commanding tone told 
her more than anything that even though she was nowhere near the 
throne, she was still in power, the destined one, the chosen anointed 
representative of the gods themselves. Though Cheryl had been a just and 
kind ruler, Paula did not wish to find out where the line was drawn when it 
came to the pretty Raku. 


"What do you want?" 


"Why, for the love of Omeru, would you keep something like that from me? 
From everyone?" Cheryl asked gently. "I thought we were supposed to help 
each other. We are supposed to look after one another. | understand why 
you did it, but there must have been some other way to..." 


"As | told Raven, | faltered. | lost faith in my skill as a warrior. That's why | 
traded my own flesh and blood for Lucrecia. Maybe he's right... maybe |am 
a monster," Paula said. "I didn't know... | didn't know what else to do." 


"You should have come to me," Cheryl replied. "You could have talked to 
me about it." 


"You couldn't have done anything. All it would have done was upset you." 


"Do not judge me by my appearance, Captain. Though | may seem a simple 
Raku to you, I am much more...something | expected you of all people to 
understand. You are supposed to be the guiding light, but with this... you've 
stumbled, daughter of Axis, and my consort is paying the price for your 
folly." 


"Don't you think | know that? Don't worry. | won't return where | am no 
longer welcome. Now, if you're finished berating me..." 


Cheryl didn't raise her voice, but when she spoke, Paula felt a chill of fear, 
something she hadn't felt in centuries, race down her spine. "You go only 
when | dismiss you, bondswoman! | have yet to finish my say." The Raku 
took a few steps toward her, then threw her arms around the surprised 
Shadow Hunter. "You should never choose to face the darkness alone, or 
you risk becoming lost in it, Captain. It will take time, but the Consort will 
forgive you and when he does, you will still be welcome in my home. The 
next time something like this happens, you will come to me with your 
worries and concerns. Remember always, Palutena Dario, that it is not the 
people who serve the Empress, but it is she who serves them. | can't serve 
you if you do not come to me with your problems." 


"L. Cheryl, 1..." 
"Go in peace. You have lost no honor, but neither have you gained it. Your 
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actions, though noble, were foolish, but | will not find fault with one who 
has served me so faithfully. Go now, and don't worry; | will heal him and 
soften his heart toward you. Now go, and do not let yours trouble you." 


* k 


Cheryl waited until Paula was gone before going back to the bedroom door. 
She took a deep breath and opened it, unsure of the state she would find 
her husband in. She found him lying under the blankets, his back toward 

her. He hadn't seemed to notice her entering, and if he did, he didn't show 

any sign of it. When she drew close to him, she saw he was shivering, 
almost uncontrollably, and her heart was filled with pity. 


"Baby," she said soothingly. "Let me in. You don't have to say what's 
bothering you. | know most of it already, thanks to Paula, but..." 


"| don't want to t-talk... about... h-her..." Raven said softly, and Cheryl could 
swear she heard his teeth chattering. She gently lay down beside him, 
hugging him from behind. He started to protest, but then relaxed. 


"You're too weak to go to your Raku form, aren't you?" She whispered. "Fur 
would keep you warmer a lot better than these blankets. Raven, you're... 
dying." 


"I-I'm all right. | just need sleep, that's all." 


"No, don't lie to me," the Raku said in that same hushed tone. She pulled 
the blankets back, sliding under them. "You're still bleeding. It's been days 
and you're still bleeding." 


"She bit deep. No, don't do that," he said as she hugged him again tightly. 
"You'll get blood all over you." 


"Your blood," Cheryl said insistently. "I don't mind. Since you can't use your 

Raku form to warm yourself, then allow me to do it for you. Let me in. You 

don't have to talk about what happened to you, but let me in, and I'll help 
you." 


"Gods, you don't give up, d-do you..." 


"No longer where you're concerned, no. You're dying and I don't want to 
lose you again." 


There was a deep sigh from her husband, and Cheryl felt a mental push. 
"I'm sorry." 


"Shhh... let me see what troubles you so." 


In her mind's eye, Cheryl saw a darkened cell. She felt surrounded on all 
sides by cold stone. She also felt defiance, and then, shame. She saw a 
beautiful human-looking woman with red hair, smiling. However, it was not 
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a happy or pleasant smile. It was menacing, threatening. She gasped when 
she felt pain. She saw the woman laughing, her mouth smeared with blood. 
This, the woman wiped away, then moved lower. 


Cheryl felt something... hatred, then arousal. She felt the woman's lips on 
her, and realized that it wasn't she who felt this, but Raven. As she 
continued to view the incident, she saw images of herself, images Raven 
had summoned desperately to hold on to what little dignity he had left, 
being defiled by the woman who was shamelessly performing fellatio on 
him right there, in full view of her servant. He had struggled against her 
touch, her lips, and his body's natural instinct had taken over, had 
responded to the stimuli she had given. Amoment later, Cheryl realized that 
the only way he could bury his shame and live with it, was to imagine that it 
was she who had done it, something she had done with him many times 
before. 


When the act was completed, the woman had laughed. Laughed at him, 
laughed at his shame, laughed at his discomfort, and suddenly Cheryl had 
to pull her mind away, for she was feeling intense anger and hatred, not at 
her husband, but at the woman, who felt no remorse about what she had 
done. It was then Cheryl understood not only Raven's reluctance to tell her, 
but also why he felt deep resentment for Paula, who had given him over to 
the woman. 


"And now you know," Raven said quietly. "I broke my promise to you." 


"Shhh," Cheryl whispered, hugging him again. "No you didn't. That woman 
took from you what she had no right to take. You were used. Do you really 
believe | would fault you for that, when you didn't fault me?" 


"That... that was different. | should have fought harder, controlled myself 
better." 


"No. She did it against your will. In that, we're the same, you and I, and..." 
Cheryl kissed his shoulder gently. "I'm not going to stop loving you for that. 
Never fear, little wolf. You fought to the end to keep your promise intact, 
and for that, you needn't feel shame or guilt. | still love you, and | always 
will." She chuckled, then. "Nope, ain't gonna happen, sweetie. As for 
Paula..." 


"| don't want to talk about her," Raven reiterated. 


"All right. I'll drop it for now. Tonight, though, sleep here in our bed instead 
of going to the sofa. Your Empress misses her little wolf terribly, and you 
aren't the only one who needs warming. You better remember something, 
little wolf. I am much more than your wife and lover. I am your light, and 
when facing the darkness, you should always have your light near. Am | 
understood? " 
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"Understood, my Empress," he said, humbled. "I may as well. I'm too tired 
to move, and the bed is a lot more comfortable than that sofa." 


"Tomorrow, we'll see about getting a healer for you, but tonight..." Cheryl 

placed her hand, which was beginning to glow, over Raven's wounds. "This 

should staunch the bloodflow a little. | can't heal you fully, but it'll do until | 
can get medicine for you." 


Epilogue: Mourning The Fallen 


= lj 


Image: Raven at Kyle Schwarzwind's gravesite 


The rain continued to pour down, but Lucrecia Schwarzwind gave no notice. 
She was dressed entirely in black, kneeling at the grave of her son Kyle. She 
placed a bouquet of beautiful red and blue flowers gently on the grave, 
then began to weep. 
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"Mama's little boy," she whispered. "How | wish it were me in there instead 
of you." 


Suddenly Lucrecia felt a hand on her shoulder, and she looked up to see 
who the visitor was. She saw a man dressed in a black suit carrying a 
bouquet of his own. 


"Now, Kyle certainly wouldn't want to hear that, coming from his mother," 
Raven Darkmoon said. He placed the flowers beside Lucrecia's. "I'm sorry | 
wasn't here. Maybe if | was-" 


"It's not your fault," Lucrecia replied, cutting him off. "Paula told me the 
whole story, about how I was exchanged for you to rot away in that... that 
schlampe's prison while | got to go free. I'm grateful, but to come back to 

this... It's almost unbearable." 


"Paula, yeah..." Raven said, musing over their last encounter. Paula had 
neither visited nor called Raven or Cheryl since then. "How is Lana faring?" 


"She woke up for a few minutes this morning, but she didn't say anything, 
just looked around and went back to sleep. I'll be heading back there 
shortly. | just wanted to visit Kyle awhile. Stephen told me how you've been 
looking after them. Thank you." 


"You're welcome." 
"| don't..." 


Lucrecia trailed off, looking again at the tombstone of her son's grave, 
reading silently the epitaph carved there. Here lies Kyle Schwarzwind. May 
the light he represented never fade, and may he find peace in the loving 
arms of his Heavenly Father. He is loved as a brother, husband, and son. 


"Go ahead and say what's in your heart, darlin'," Raven told her after a few 
minutes. 


"I used to think | knew what you and Cheryl were going through, when you 
lost your children, but now... | don't think | knew anything about it at all. | 
guess now, | do. I'm sorry for thinking otherwise." 


Raven's dead children, Rinn and Rebecca never left his thoughts for long. 
"Nothing to be sorry for." 


Lucrecia sighed. "I don't know how I'm going to tell her that her brother 


IS... 


Raven hugged her tightly. "Little sister, those are burdens you needn't 
shoulder right now. Just worry about getting better and taking care of Lana. 
When the time comes, you won't have to do the difficult things alone." 
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Lucrecia wept into his shoulder for a while. "I don't know what to do now." 


"Shh. | do. For now, like | said, just focus on taking care of Lana and 
yourself. We have to recover, get back on our feet." 


"A-and then?" She asked, pulling away from him to wipe her eyes. 


"And then," Raven said, looking at the tombstone of his godson, thinking 
about the menace who had ended the young man's life. "We hunt." 


The End 
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